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Introduction: The Ottoman Conquest of the Balkans. 
Research Questions and Interpretations

O l i v e r  J e n s  S c h m i t t

The Ottoman conquest of the Balkans constitutes a major change in European 
history. Scholarship on the topic is extensive, yet the evidence produced by 
decades of research is very scattered and lacking comprehensive synthesis, not 
to mention consensual interpretation. Although major political and military 
milestones seem to have been investigated thoroughly, there is a notable ab-
sence of more theoretical and interpretative approaches that overarch the enti-
re phenomenon rather than merely individual aspects. Scholars have hitherto 
addressed the topic from various perspectives and employing a wide range of 
methods, but Byzantine studies, Ottoman studies, Eastern Mediterranean stu-
dies and national historiographies in the Balkan countries have yet to establish 
either a coherent collaboration or a consistent model of interpretation.1 Disse-
mination too has proved somewhat problematic; the vast number of detailed 
studies is often only known to a restricted circle of specialists, and even among 
these scholars, there are just a few who make use of the evidence available for 
the entire Balkan Peninsula. This also explains the lack of a general model or 
models of explanation for the fall of the Balkan-Orthodox Commonwealth. It 
is not uncommon for historians to offer a narrative of facts they simply take to 
be self-explanatory. While Ottoman studies focuses on the emergence of a new 
empire, Byzantine studies and Balkan national historiographies adopt different 
perspectives. Narratives are therefore often contradictory or fragmentary. At 
best they partially overlap, but they usually do not reflect competing perspecti-

 1 The only comprehensive monograph on the topic has remained almost unnoticed: Hristo 
Matanov and Rumjana Mihneva, Ot Galipoli do Lepanto. Balkanite, Evropa i osmanskoto 
našestvie 1354–1571 g. (Sofia: Nauka i iskustvo, 1988). Cf. my research essay Oliver Jens 
Schmitt, “Südosteuropa im Spätmittelalter: Akkulturierung-Integration-Inkorporation”, in: 
Akkulturation im Mittelalter, edited by Reinhard Härtel (Ostfildern: Thorbecke 2014), pp. 
81–136. Scholars also tend to disregard older comprehensive monographs which despite 
their inevitable shortcomings are instructive because of their interpretative schemes, e.g. 
Jovan Radonić, Zapadna Evropa i balkanski narodi prema Turcima u prvoj polovini XV veka 
(Novi Sad: Izdanje Matice Srpske, 1905).
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ves. Fragmentation runs along spatial, chronological and disciplinary lines; the 
extreme specialization of most scholars in the field and a bibliography in many 
languages also constitute considerable obstacles for what is needed: a perspec-
tive that encompasses the entire Balkan area in a long-term analysis stretching 
from the second half of the fourteenth century until the beginning of the six-
teenth, and use of all sources available in Greek, Latin, Slavonic, Ottoman and 
European vernacular languages such as Italian, German or French. This alone 
however would not substantially improve the state of the art in the field.
 A key to assessing the Ottoman conquest of Balkans as a long-term process 
of violence-induced change is comparison, i.e. an enlargement of the heuristic 
frame both in time and in space. Constant synchronic comparison with Ottoman 
expansion in Anatolia and the Arab world (cf. the contribution of Reinkowski 
in this volume), but also with other major processes of expansion and change 
in European and Mediterranean history, such as the Spanish Reconquista or the 
conquest of the khanates of Kazan and Astrakhan by the Grand Duchy of Mos-
cow (1552–1556), would open a Eurasian horizon. Important insights could be 
gained moreover by shaping a diachronic frame of comparison: the Ottoman 
conquest of the Balkans must also be analyzed in the light of historical transfor-
mation studies. The most sophisticated field is certainly Late Antique/Early Me-
dieval studies, which since the end of the eighteenth century have discussed ex-
planatory models for what Edward Gibbon famously called the “fall and decline 
of the Roman Empire”.2 Key models for interpreting historical change and a 
controversial discussion of violence-induced discontinuity of cultural, social and 
administrative patterns – or in a competing perspective their continuity in spite 
of political and demographic change – lie at the core of a debate that shares with 
the interpretation of the Ottoman conquest of the Balkans a high degree of ideo-
logization and politicization and the very fact that there is still no consensus in 
assessing the character of long-term historical change. While after 1945 scholars 
tended to emphasize transitional elements from the Late Antique Roman to the 
Early Modern medieval world in the vein of Romano-Germanic socio-cultural 

 2 A brillant discussion of these models is provided by Alexander Demandt, Der Fall Roms. Die 
Auflösung des römischen Reiches im Urteil der Nachwelt (Munich: C.H.Beck, second edition 
2014); Chris Wickham, The Inheritance of Rome. A History of Europe from 400 to 1000 (Lon-
don: Allen Lange, 2009); Peter Heather, Der Untergang des Römischen Weltreichs (Stuttgart: 
Klett-Cotta, 2007); Bryan Ward Perkins, The Fall of Rome and the End of Civilization (Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 2005); Walter Pohl, Die Germanen (Munich: Oldenbourg, 
2004); Walter Pohl, Die Völkerwanderung (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 2005); Post-Roman tran-
sitions. Christian and Barbarian Identities in the Early Medieval West, edited by Walter Pohl 
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2012); Visions of Community in the post-Roman World. The West, Byzan-
tium and the Islamic World, 300–1100, edited by Walter Pohl, Clemens Gantner and Richard 
Payne (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012).

OIiver Jens Schmitt
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and political symbiosis, reflecting the project of European unification after the 
Second World war, advocates of rupture still put forward powerful arguments 
such as the clearly visible decline of material culture between the second and the 
seventh century AD.3 In the Balkans, negative judgments concerning Ottoman 
rule and especially its beginnings had to legitimize the emergence of the modern 
Christian national state on the territory of the Ottoman Empire in the long ni-
neteenth century. In this case, historians insisted on invasion by Asian barbarians, 
resistance, disruption, the de-Europeanization and orientalisation of Balkan soci-
ety and cultures, mass flight and deportation of the population and centuries of 
anti-Ottoman resistance. The competing narrative developed mainly by Turkish 
historians and extra-regional Ottomanists close to the formers´ interpretation 
underline accommodation (istimalet policy, a term coined by Halil İnalcık), in-
corporation, pax ottomanica, general improvement of the fiscal status and living 
standards of the peasant masses, and privileges for the Orthodox Church.4 This 
discourse however is marked by several nuances emphasizing the Seldjuk heritage 
in administration (negating continuity of Byzantine and Balkan Christian struc-
tures; Fuad Köprülü5) or disagreeing over the impact of Jihad and Gaza as the 
driving force of the Conquest movement (see below, p. 14–16).
 There is an obvious need for a more coherent approach that includes discus-
sions from several fields of research: medieval Balkan history, Byzantine studies, 
Eastern Mediterranean studies and Ottoman studies. The striking discrepan-
cy between often meticulously detailed research and an impressive progress of 
knowledge, due not least to recent local and regional studies by Ottomanist 
scholars and the lack of more general explanatory models stood at the begin-
ning of a discussion process which eventually led to the preparation of this 
volume. A decisive point in this process were the discussions with colleagues 
at the University of Sofia, notably Grigor Boykov and Mariya Kiprovska, in 
October 2012. Contributors were invited thus to engage in a cross-reading of 
disciplinary perspectives of Medieval Balkan studies, Ottoman studies and Late 
Medieval Mediterranean studies representing both regional and extra-regional 
historiographies.

 3 Cf. the huge research project sponsored by the European Science Foundation (http://www.
esf.org/coordinating-research/research-networking-programmes/humanities-hum/complet-
ed-rnp-programmes-in-humanities/the-transformation-of-the-roman-world.html, accessed 
on 6 May 2015); for a critical perspective, Ward Perkins, The Fall of Rome. 

 4 A representative example is the influential monograph by Halil İnalcık, The Ottoman Empire. 
The Classical Age 1300–1600 (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson 1973), pp. 6–8, 11–16; cf. 
also Halil İnalcık, “Ottoman Methods of Conquest”, in: idem, The Ottoman Empire : Conquest, 
Organization and Economy. Collected Studies (London: Variorum, 1978) part 1, pp. 122–129.

 5 M. Fuad Köprülü, The Origins of the Ottoman Empire, translated and edited by Gary Leiser 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992).

Introduction: The Ottoman Conquest of the Balkans.
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 It was however quite evident right from the outset that a single volume 
would not offer an exhaustive panorama of the period in question and that even 
a new methodological approach could not be implemented in one single step. 
This volume therefore rather aims at opening and structuring a new heuristic 
approach and at coordinating a field of studies that is of crucial importance for 
understanding change in European history.
 The aims of the introductory remarks that follow are twofold: they try to 
clarify some essential terms, and in a second step, they provide explanation of 
the historiographical context of this volume. 
 The time frame is probably most easily explained: the focus lies on the 
roughly two centuries between the conquest of Thrace (starting in 1352) and 
the stabilization of direct Ottoman rule in the area south of the Danube and 
the Sava River. Ottoman expansion continued at the periphery of this space, 
mainly in East Central Europe, directed against Hungary, the Habsburg Realm 
and the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, and one might argue that the Ot-
toman Conquest was eventually only stopped by Süleyman’s débâcle at Güns 
(Kőszeg) in 1532, which did not of course prevent the Sultan from expanding 
in areas where the Habsburgs could not offer military shelter, such as Moldavia 
(1538).6 Likewise there is consensus that the consolidation of Ottoman rule 
was a process with huge time lags between Thrace and Bulgaria, conquered 
between 1352 and 1396, and the Western and Northern border zone of the 
Ottoman Empire, subdued between 1463 and 14937, not to speak of the Otto-
man vassal principalities north of the Lower Danube.

The definition of space is more complex. The title of this volume contains 
the term ‘Balkans’, the manifold meanings of which have been the object of an 
intensive and sometimes redundant research debate for several decades.8 This 
debate has produced as its smallest common denominator the importance of 
the Byzantine and Ottoman heritage as defining patterns: the area that can be 
circumscribed by these elements stands at the core of the volume. It coincides 
with the “Byzantine Commonwealth” outlined by Dimitri Obolensky,9 but it 

 6 Leopold Kupelwieser, Die Kämpfe Oesterreichs mit den Osmanen vom Jahre 1526–1537 (Vi-
enna: Braumüller, 1899); cf. the recent publication by István Buriska, A Contribution to the 
History of the Turkish Campaign of 1532 (Szombathely/Kőszeg 2007), which unfortunately 
was not available to me.

 7 Cf. the collection of sources about the battle of Krbava by Ferdo Šišić, “Rukovet spomenika 
o hercegu Ivanišu Korvinu i o borbama Hrvata s Turcima (1473–1496)”, Starine 37 (1934): 
pp. 189–344 and 38 (1937): pp. 1–180.

 8 For a summary of this debate, cf. Konrad Clewing/ Oliver Schmitt (ed.), Geschichte Südoste-
uropas (Regensburg: Pustet, 2011), pp. 7–15.

 9 Dimitri Obolensky, The Byzantine Commonwealth (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 
1971).
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includes with Bosnia a historical region that had remained at the margins or 
even outside the Byzantine Commonwealth. It is integrated into our concept 
because Ottoman expansion firmly anchored Bosnia in a socio-cultural and po-
litical context whose centre lay in the Southeast. Massive migrations of štoka-
vian-speaking Muslims (mainly from Bosnia) and Orthodoxs temporarily also 
altered social patterns in sixteenth and seventeenth-century Central Hungary.10 
The Balkans serves in this context as a spatial heuristic tool with flexible border 
zones. The volume does not however include purely maritime regions such as 
the Aegean archipelago or the Dodecanese.11

 While time and space might be thus explained without major theoretical 
difficulties, the terminology and concepts for analysing events and long-term pro-
cesses prove much more controversial, both inside and outside the scholarly 
debate. 

Conquest, transition, integration or, as recently proposed by Machiel Kiel,12 
incorporation, convey different and not seldom contradictory meanings, although 
they are meant to describe the same historical process of change. Like other major 
moments of change in history, the establishment of Ottoman rule in the Balkans 
defies any terminological simplification. Our discussion can learn much from 
comparable discussions mentioned above: did the Western Roman Empire slowly 
fade away in a long transition process or was it murdered, as the French historian 
André Piganiol put it?13 Were the Germanic communities “barbarian invaders” or 
an integral part of a new Romano-Germanic political and socio-cultural symbio-
sis that stands at the roots of medieval or even modern Europe?
 The choices of research topics, theories and terminology do not occur in a 
purely neutral scholarly context. This does not mean that they are not legiti-
mate. The point is that they should be explained. For the sake of clarity, the ed-

 10 Dragana Amedoski, “Demografske promene u nahiji Bovan kao primer depopulacije Ru-
melije u 16 veku”, Istorijski časopis 59 (2010): pp. 225–242, offers important evidence for 
the dynamics of this migration movement.

 11 Cf. Nicolas Vatin, L´Ordre de Saint-Jean-de-Jérusalem, l´Empire ottoman et la Méditerranée ori-
entale entre les deux sièges de Rhodes (1480–1522) (Paris: Peters 1994); Nicolas Vatin, Sultan 
Djem (Ankara: Imprimerie de la Société turque d´histoire, 1997); Zacharias Tsirpanles, Anek-
dota engrapha gia te Rhodo kai tis noties Sporades apo to archeio ton Ioanniton hippoton (Rhodes: 
Yppo-Tapa 1995); Anthony Luttrell and Elisabeth Zachariadou, Sources for Turkish History in 
the Hospitallers’ Rhodian Archive, 1389–1422 (Athens: National Hellenic Research Foundation, 
2008); Guillaume Saint-Guillain, L’Archipel des seigneurs. Pouvoirs, société et insularité dans les 
Cyclades à l´époque de la domination latine (XIIIe-Xve siècle). PhD thesis (Paris 2003).

 12 Machiel Kiel, “The Incorporation of the Balkans into the Ottoman Empire, 1353–1453”, 
in: The Cambridge History of Turkey, vol. 1: Byzantium to Turkey, edited by Kate Fleet (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), pp. 138–191.

 13 André Piganiol, L’empire chrétien (325–395) (Paris : Presses universitaires de France, 21972), 
p. 466.

Introduction: The Ottoman Conquest of the Balkans
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itor wishes to define his own standpoint, which is not necessarily shared by the 
contributors to this volume: he approaches the topic as a trained Byzantinist 
who sees himself as a Balkan medievalist with a great interest in Ottoman stud-
ies, whose results he tries to follow as a non-specialist. He is also interested in 
the use and abuse of medieval history by modern European societies and élites, 
especially in Southeastern Europe (which does not imply that this phenome-
non does not occur elsewhere as well). His academic training, linguistic com-
petencies, the archives accessible to him, explain why he privileges at the outset 
a Southeastern European perspective complemented by a Byzantine view. 

As a term, conquest contains the dimensions of warfare and violence, but it 
also points to political and socio-cultural consequences of military events – it 
does not refer to a single event, but to a long-term violence-induced process. To 
Ottomanists, it is certainly more direct and more emotional than e.g. integra-
tion, not to mention transition or incorporation, which only at first glance ap-
pear less emotional – in fact, they convey a strong ideological strand and might 
cause uneasiness in other, i.e. non-Ottomanist, circles, since they deliberately 
downplay the violent aspect of change and focus very much on the outcome of 
a process which is interpreted in essence as positive. From the wide range of ter-
minological possibilities for describing what happened in the Balkans between 
ca. 1350 and ca. 1500, conquest certainly fits better than invasion (which does 
not fully take into account the massive participation of local actors in the con-
quest and which is not a appropriate term for describing a period of ca. 150 
years) or subjugation (the famous “Ottoman yoke”), which for a long time 
served as key concepts of national historiographies in Southeastern Europe. 
 Conquest is understood as a multi-layered concept encompassing military 
history and its wider consequences. Its choice expresses the conviction that 
military history and the socio-cultural and political disruption caused by 
Ottoman warfare should return to the research agenda. In the context of 
fourteenth and fifteenth-century Ottoman history, military history or, more 
precisely, warfare, violence and its consequences has been rather neglected for 
many years, having earlier been the object of nationalist discourses for quite 
a long time in Balkan historiographies. When dealing with military history, 
Ottomanists are more interested in army organization, logistics and military 
technology than in the disrupting effects that military machinery provoked.14 
Analysing the Ottoman conquest however cannot begin after warfare had 

 14 For recent scholarship in the field, cf. Pál Fodor, “Ottoman warfare, 1300–1453”, in: Cam-
bridge History of Turkey vol.1, pp. 192–226, Gábor Ágoston, “War-Winning weapons? On 
The Decisiveness of Ottoman Firearms from the Siege of Constantinople (1453) to the Bat-
tle of Mohács (1526)”, Journal of Turkish Studies 39 (2013): pp. 129–143; for the post-con-
quest period, Rhoads Murphey, Ottoman Warfare 1500–1700 (London: UCL Press, 1999).

OIiver Jens Schmitt
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ended – warfare and its consequences are an essential part of the major social 
and cultural changes in the Balkans in the late Middle Ages.15 To give just one 
example: the first larger number of Bosnians in Ottoman Anatolia were not 
refugees after 1878, but probably those Bosnian slaves who were sold at the 
slave market in Bursa after devastating Ottoman raids in Bosnia.16 
 These reflections have made clear one important element of this volume: 
Since the topic is so politically and emotionally loaded in many societies, his-
torians cannot avoid keeping in mind this socio-political meta-level of their 
research. This does not mean that they should refrain from working on medie-
val history and restrict their interest to the analysis of scholarly discourses. This 
meta-level has however an enormous impact on the main goal of this volume, 
i.e. assessing approaches to and explanatory models for the Ottoman conquest, 
and therefore cannot be neglected or bypassed. Interpretative models do not 
emerge ex nihilo, but are based on previous research debates. 

In order to structure the overview, it might be useful to ask which discussions 
have marked the developments in the field so far. It is certainly no exaggeration 
to state that Ottoman studies has a far more developed tradition of theoretical 
debate on this period than Byzantine and Balkan Medieval studies.17 The latter 
in fact still focuses on mostly narrative approaches and small-detail research, and 
the question as to why these states fell is rarely asked – it seems that the scholarly 
mainstream took the fall of the Eastern Empire much more for granted than the 
fall of the Western Empire 1000 years earlier. In this perspective, Byzantium was 
doomed, and with it its Commonwealth in the Balkans. 

 15 Franz Babinger, “Der Quellenwert der Berichte über den Entsatz von Belgrad am 21./22. 
Juli 1456” in: Franz Babinger, Aufsätze und Abhandlungen Südosteuropas und der Levante, 
vol. 2 (Munich: Oldenbourg, 1962), pp. 263–310; Pad srpske despotovine 1459 g., edited by 
Momčilo Spremić (Belgrade: Srpska akademija nauka i umetnosti, 2011); Stjepan Tomašević 
(1461.–1463.). Slom srednjovjekovnog Bosanskog Kraljestva, edited by Ante Birin (Zagreb–Sa-
rajevo: Hrvatski institut za povijest – Katolički bogoslovni fakultet u Sarajevu, 2013); La con-
quista turca di Otranto (1480) tra storia e mito 2 vols., edited by Hubert Houben (Galatina: 
Congedo, 2007–2008); Marija Barǎmova, Evropa, Dunav i osmancite (1396–1541) (Sofia: 
Sv. Kliment Ohridski, 2014).

 16 Anto Babić, Društvo srednjovjekovne bosanske države. Prilozi za istoriju Bosne i Hercegovine. 
I. Društvo i privreda srednjovjekovne bosanke države (Sarajevo: Akademija nauka i umjetnosti 
Bosne i Hercegovine, 1987), pp. 21–83 (pp. 69–78); Konstantinos Moustakas, “Slave La-
bour in the Early Ottoman Rural Economy: Regional Variations in the Balkans during the 
15th Century”, in: Frontiers of Ottoman Imagination. Studies in Honour of Rhoads Murphey, 
edited by Marios Hadjianastasis (Brill: Leiden, 2015), pp. 29–43, p. 41 for the enslavement 
and deportation of Moreots between 1432 and 1454.

 17 Cf. Leslie Pierce, “Changing Perceptions of the Ottoman Empire: The Early Centuries”, 
Mediterranean Historical Review, 19/1 (2004): pp. 6–28.
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 Ottoman studies perceive the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries as the pe-
riod of the foundation and emergence of the Ottoman Empire. Territorial 
expansion is a crucial element of this process, but as such it too is rather taken 
for granted. Detailed descriptions of political and military events are much less 
the focus of research than structural history. Classical debates in the field con-
centrate a) on religion as a driving force of the conquest (the debate on Gaza 
and on conversion to Islam); b) the theory of accommodation (istimalet) as 
major tool for integrating the Orthodox (but not the Catholic) societies of the 
Balkans and the related debate on continuity or discontinuity of administra-
tive structures; c) on demographic consequences of the conquest (catastrophe 
theory vs. demographic expansion; the question of Turkish and Yürük immi-
gration).
a) Powerful theories and the scarcity of contemporary sources offer a fascinat-

ing contrast in the debate about the meaning of “gazi” and the importance 
of the religious dimension in the process of conquest, certainly the most 
important debate in Early Ottoman studies in the last ca. 90 years (cf. the 
contributions by Kiprovska and Krstić in this volume).18 Like most classical 
debates in historiography, it reflects very much the weltanschauung of the 

 18 Paul Wittek, The Rise of the Ottoman Empire (London: B. Franklin, 1938); Irène Bel diceanu-
Steinherr, Recherches sur les actes des règnes des sultans Osman, Orkhan et Murad I. (Munich: 
Societas academica dacoromana, 1967); Irène Beldiceanu-Steinherr, “Les débuts: Osmân et 
Orkhân”, in: Histoire de l’Empire ottoman, edited by Robert Mantran (Paris : Fayard, 1989), 
pp. 15–35; Irène Beldiceanu-Steinherr, “L’installation des Ottomans”, in: La Bithynie au 
Moyen Âge, edited by Bernard Geyer and Jacques Lefort (Paris  : Lethellieux, 2003), pp. 
351–374; Nicoară Beldiceanu, “L’organisation de l’Empire ottoman (XIVe-XVe siècles), in: 
Mantran, pp. 117–138; Halil İnalcik, An Economic and Social History of the Ottoman Empire 
1300–1600 (Cambridge : Cambridge University Press, 1994); Colin Imber, The Ottoman 
Empire 1300–1481 (Istanbul: Isis, 1990); Colin Imber, The Ottoman Empire 1300–1650 
(Basingstoke:Palgrave, 22009); Kemal Kafadar, Between two Worlds. The Construction of the 
Ottoman State (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995); Rudi Paul Lindner, Explo-
rations in Ottoman Prehistory (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2007); Rudi Paul 
Lindner, Nomads and Ottomans in Medieval Anatolia (Bloomington: Research Institute 
for Inner Asian Studies 1983); Ernst Werner, Die Geburt einer Großmacht. Die Osmanen 
1300–1481 (Vienna: Böhlau 41985) offers a Marxist perspective, but provides nevertheless 
thought-inspiring insights; Heath W. Lowry, The Shaping of the Ottoman Balkans 1350–
1500. The Conquest, Settlement & Infrastructural Development of Northern Greece (Istanbul: 
Bahçeşehir University 2008); Heath W. Lowry, The Nature of the Early Ottoman State (Al-
bany: State University of New York Press, 2003); Machiel Kiel, “The Incorporation of the 
Balkans”; Linda Darling, “The Development of Ottoman Government Institutions in the 
Fourteenth Century: a Reconstruction”, in: Living in the Ottoman Ecumenical Community, 
edited by Vera Costantini and Markus Koller (Leiden-Boston: Brill 2008), pp. 17–34; Linda 
Darling, “Reformulating the Gazi narrative: When Was the Ottoman State a Gazi State?”, 
Turcica 43 (2011): pp. 13–53.
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scholars involved, from the influence of Stefan George´s “Kreis”19 to Turkish 
nationalism of the pure Kemalist style, the political rehabilitation of Otto-
man studies, Edward Saids Orientalism, post-modernism and recently the 
instrumentalization of the Ottoman past for Neo-Ottoman foreign policy.20 
Was the Jihad, the Islamic Holy War and the gazis as God’s warriors at the 
core of the conquest (Paul Wittek’s famous thesis21) – or is it more accurate 
to speak of plundering communities of Muslims and Christians under the 
leadership of the House of Osman and of regional uc bey dynasties well into 
the fifteenth century (Heath Lowry)?22 
Research has demonstrated how difficult it is to use Ottoman chronicles, 
mostly dating from the end of the fifteenth century, to reconstruct the ideas 
of Ottoman warriors in the fourteenth century. Scholars such as Colin Im-
ber radically dismiss the chronicles for scholarly purposes.23 Linda Darling 
has recently proposed a differentiated model: while in the first half of the 
fourteenth century “Ottoman culture was formed from an amalgamation 
between Turkish/Seldjukid/Islamic and Byzantine/Christian influences”, in 
the second half of the century “the eclecticism […] seems to have given way 
[…] to a growth of popular Islam that may have been particularly powerful 
among the military forces in Europe […] If we are not simply to discard the 
concept of the Ottoman warriors as gazis, then perhaps it was in the second 
half of the century – not in the days of Osman – that that label became truly 
appropriate”24. After almost nine decades of debate, Ottoman studies still 
have not reached consensus on this crucial question. 
There is no counterpart to this important debate in Balkan history, e.g. 
the impact of hesychasm on Orthodox political elites in the frame of the 
Ottoman conquest (this does not imply that the subject is not studied in de-

 19 Colin Heywood, “Boundless Dreams of the Levant”: Paul Wittek, the George-‘Kreis’, and 
the Writing of Ottoman History, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ire-
land (1989), pp. 32–50

 20 Partially analyzed in Peirce, “Perceptions of the Ottoman Empire”, pp. 17–21, especially 
p. 19: “To a greater or lesser extent, almost all historians of the Early Ottoman period have 
been influenced by the Turkish nationalist historiographic project that began in earnest in 
the 1930s”.

 21 Paul Wittek, The Rise of the Ottoman Empire (London: B. Franklin, 1938). 
 22 Heath W. Lowry, The Nature of the Early Ottoman State (Albany: State University of New 

York Press, 2003); Heath W. Lowry, The Shaping of the Ottoman Balkans; Heath W. Lowry 
and İsmail E. Erünsal, Notes & documents on the Evrenos Dynasty of Yenice-i Vardar (Giannit-
sa) (Istanbul: Bahçeşehir University Press, 2009) especially pp. 5–40.

 23 Colin Imber, “The Ottoman Dynastic Myth”, Turcica 19 (1987): pp. 7–27; Colin Imber, 
“The Legend of Osman Gazi”, in: The Ottoman Emirate (1300–1389), edited by Elizabeth 
A. Zachariadou (Rethymnon: Crete University Press, 1997), pp. 67–76.

 24 Darling, “Development of Ottoman governmental institutions”, pp. 32–33.
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tail, but it is rarely linked with the question of Ottoman conquest).25 There 
was almost no Orthodox counterpart to the Catholic Crusades, although 
there are hints that the Serbian rulers of Southern Macedonia, Uglješa and 
Vukašin, who visited Mount Athos before attacking Turkish forces at the 
Marica (1371), may have been inspired by the idea of religious warfare.26 
Byzantine intellectual and theological reactions to the Ottoman advance 
(most prominently those of Gregorios Palamas and Emperor Manuel II 
Palaiologos) that clearly reflect the religious dimension of the conquest have 
however been thoroughly researched by Byzantinists, while Steven Reinert 
offers an insightful interpretation of Manuel’s treatise from an Ottomanist 
perspective. It is evident that for contemporary Byzantine intellectuals, who 
looked back on centuries of confrontation and cohabitation with Islamicate 
states, religion mattered, and they possessed the theological instruments to 
address the religious dimension of Ottoman expansion.27 A Byzantine per-
spective that is contemporary to Early Ottoman history would certainly 
allow the Ottomanists to elaborate a nuanced view on the impact of reli-
gion in the early stages of the conquest process, long before Ottoman court 
chroniclers embarked on distorting the past in order to shape a unified nar-
rative ad maiorem Ottomanorum gloriam.

b) Istimalet: Rapid conquest and the necessity of integrating subdued societ-
ies had not been a new experience in the Muslim world. The Ottomans 
could rely on Near Eastern state models when dealing with areas without 
any notable Muslim population. For more than a century scholars have 
debated the impact of the Balkano-Byzantine administrative heritage on 
the Ottoman state system. While regional scholars such as Nicolae Iorga 

 25 Eva Vries van der Felden, L’ élite byzantine devant l’avance turque à l’époque de la guerre civile 
de 1341 à 1354 (Amsterdam: Gieben 1989).

 26 Christo Matanov, “A Contribution to the Political History of South-Eastern Macedonia af-
ter the Battle of Cernomen”, Études balkaniques 22 (1986): pp. 32–43; Rade Mihaljčić, “Les 
batailles de la Maritza et de Kosovo. Les dernières décennies de la rivalité serbobyzantine”, 
in: Byzantium and Serbia in the 14th Century (Athens: National Hellenic Research Foun-
dation, 1995), pp. 97–109; Aleksandar Šopov, ‘Falling like an autumn leaf ’: The Historical 
Visions of the Battle of the Maritsa/Meriç River and the Quest for a Place called Sirp Sindiği 
(unpublished MA Thesis Sabancı University 2007) and the contribution by Toni Filiposki 
to this volume.

 27 Peter Schreiner, “Byzanz in der geistigen Auseinandersetzung mit den Osmanen”, in: Os-
manen und Islam in Südosteuropa, edited by Reinhard Lauer and Hans Georg Majer (Göt-
tingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 2013), pp. 103–116; Stephen W. Reinert, “Manuel II 
Palaeologos and his Müderris”, in: Stephen W. Reinert, Late Byzantine and Early Ottoman 
Studies (Ashgate: Variorum, 2014) part IX, pp. 39–51; George G. Arnakis, “The Captivity 
of Gregory Palamas by the Turks and Related Documents as Historical Sources”, Speculum 
26 (1951): pp. 104–118.
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insisted on an Orthodox-Ottoman symbiosis in which the Byzantine im-
perial tradition prevailed (“Byzance après Byzance”), Kemalist scholars such 
as Fuad Köprülü rejected any major Byzantine influence on Ottoman state 
building.28 In recent decades, scholars have greatly refined the analysis, and 
the “symbiosis” theory has gained much ground.29 “The fact that the Otto-
man presence was little more than a thin coating superimposed over existing 
practices accounts for the relative ease with which their rule was accepted 
by peoples who shared littler in common with their new rulers”, concludes 
Heath Lowry in his study of the Aegean island of Lemnos in the fifteenth 
century.30

c) There is consensus that the Ottoman conquest provoked considerable demo-
graphic change in the Balkans. Scholars hardly agree however in the way they 
emphasize particular elements of this complex process, their overall interpreta-
tions insisting either on the destruction of a demographic web or the repopu-
lation of an area that, due to plague and warfare in the fourteenth century, was 
almost unhabited (cf. the contributions by Boykov and Krstić in this volume). 
Traditional Balkan historiography (e.g. in Bulgaria, Greece and Serbia) under-
lined demographic disruption, mass flight to mountain areas which became nu-
clei of resistance, deportation and general depopulation as a direct consequence 
of Ottoman warfare. The influx of Turkish settlers especially in the Eastern and 
Southern Balkans was interpreted as deliberate colonization. In this aspect, 
this interpretation meets a Turkish nationalist reading of demographic change: 
state controlled immigration of Turkophone Muslim settlers and seminomads 
(Yürüks). Ottomanists such as Machiel Kiel demonstrated for many regions 

 28 This implies strong continuity and even symbiosis between Byzantium, the Orthodox Cul-
tures of the Balkans and the Ottomans. In this symbiosis, Byzantium is the prevailing factor. 
Köprülü, The Origins of the Ottoman Empire, p. 23.

 29 Heath Lowry, Fifteenth Century Ottoman Realities. Christian Peasant Life on the Aegean Island 
of Limnos (Istanbul: Eren, 2002), pp. 1–2.

 30 Lowry, Fifteenth Century Ottoman Realities 176; there is a great wealth of scholarship on 
Early Ottoman administration; besides the publication of Lowry, for a summary of older 
research cf. Bistra A. Cvetkova, Les institutions ottomanes en Europe (Wiesbaden: Harrasso-
witz, 1978); Rosica Gradeva, “Administrativna sistema i provincialno upravlenie v bălgar-
skite zemi prez XV vek”, in: Bălgarija prez XV vek (Sofia 1993); Olga Zirojević, Tursko vojno 
uređenje u Srbiji, 1459–1804 (Belgrad: Istorijski institut, 1974). The most recent debate is 
presented in Raúl Estanguï Gómez, Byzance face aux Ottomans. Exercice du pouvoir et contrôle 
du territoire sous les derniers Paléologues (milieu XIVe – milieu du XVe siècle) (Paris : Publica-
tions de la Sorbonne, 2014), pp. 456–463, in which the author challenges in cooperation 
with Irène Beldiceanu-Steinherr the traditional interpretation that the Ottoman fiscal sys-
tem did not borrow elements from Byzantine models; Thierry Ganchou, “Le prôtôgéros de 
Constantinople Laskaris Kanabès (1454). À propos d´une institution ottomane méconnue”, 
Revue des études byzantines 71 (2013): pp. 209–258.
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(Thessaly, Lokris, Bulgaria) that the traditional catastrophe theory cannot be 
upheld in its entirety, and that important parts of the Balkans had been affected 
by the general demographic crisis in Europe in the fourteenth century.31 Recent 
research contradicts the idea of premeditated Turkish colonization and discusses 
the spontaneous influx of Muslims Turks from Anatolia (cf. the contribution 
by Krstić in this volume).32 There is, moreover, extensive scholarship on the 
emergence of a new urbanistic landscape in Ottoman style.33 As Grigor Boykov 

 31 E.g. Machiel Kiel, “Yenice Vardar (Vardar Yenicesi-Giannitsa). A forgotten Turkish cultur-
al centre in Macedonia of the 15th and 16th century”, in: Studia byzantina et neohellenica 
neerlandica (Leiden: Brill, 1972), pp. 300–329; Machiel Kiel, Art and Society of Bulgaria 
in the Turkish Period (Assen – Maastricht: Van Gorcum, 1985); Machiel Kiel, Ottoman 
Architecture in Albania 1385–1912 (Istanbul: Research Centre for Islamic History, Art 
and Culture, 1990); Machiel Kiel and Friedrich Sauerwein, Ost-Lokris in türkischer und 
neugriechischer Zeit (1460–1981) (Passau: Passavia, 1994); Machiel Kiel, “Das türkische 
Thessalien. Etabliertes Geschichtsbild versus osmanische Quellen”, in: Die Kultur Griechen-
lands in Mittelalter und Neuzeit, edited by Reinhold Lauer und Peter Schreiner (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1996), pp. 109–196; Machiel Kiel, Turco-Bulgarica. Studies 
on the history, settlement and historical demography of Ottoman Bulgaria (Istanbul: Isis 2013); 
Konstantinos Mustakas, “E demographike krise tu ysteru mesaiona ston elleniko choro. 
E periptose tes notio-anatolikes Makedonias (14os – 15os ai.)”, Mnemon 25 (2003): pp. 
9–33.

 32 E.g. Evgenij Radušev, Pomacite. 2 vols. (Sofia: Narodna biblioteka na Bǎlgarija, 2008); Alek-
sej Kaljonski, Jurucite (Sofia: Prosveta, 2007); Etnogeneza na Jurucite i nivnoto naseluvanje na 
Balkanot, edited by Krum Tomovski (Skopje: Makedonska Akademija na Naukite i Umet-
nostite, 1986); Nikolay Antov, “The Ottoman State and Semi-Nomadic Groups along the 
Ottoman Danubian Serhad (Frontier Zone) in the Late 15th and the First Half of the 16th 
Centuries: Challenges and Politics”, Hungarian Studies 27/2 (2013): pp. 219–235; Machiel 
Kiel, “Krieg und Frieden an der Unteren Donau. Siedlungsgeschichtliche und demogra-
phische Bemerkungen über die Kaza Ziştova – Svištov 1460–1878 anhand osmanischer ad-
ministrativer Quellen”, in: Osmanen und Islam in Südosteuropa, edited by Reinhard Lauer 
and Hans-Georg Majer (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 2014), pp. 285–301.

 33 Cf. the studies by Kiel (fn. 31); Machiel Kiel, Un héritage non désiré: le patrimoine archi-
tectural islamique ottoman dans l’Europe du Sud-Est, 1370–1912 (Paris: Études balkaniques 
– Cahiers Pierre Belon, 2005) and recent publications by our contributor Grigor Boykov, 
Tatar Pazardžik ot osnovavaneto na grada do kraja na XVII vek (Sofia: Amicitia, 2008); Grig-
or Boykov, “Karlızâde Ali Bey: An Ottoman Dignitary’s Pious Endowment and the Emer-
gence of the Town of Karlova in Central Bulgaria”, Journal of Turkish Studies 39 (2013): 
pp. 247–267; Grigor Boykov; “Architecture as a Symbol of Power: Some thoughts on the 
Ottoman Architectural Heritage of Plovdiv (Filibe)”, in: Power and Influence in Southeast-
ern Europe, 16th–19th Centuries., edited by Maria Baramova et al. (Berlin: LIT, 2013), pp. 
67–85; Stenimachos – Stanimaka – Asenovgrad, edited by Grigor Bojkov and Damjan Bor-
isov (Asenovgrad: Dikov, 2014); Franz Babinger, “Die Gründung von Elbasan”, in: Franz 
Babinger., Aufsätze und Abhandlungen zur Geschichte Südosteuropas und der Levante, vol. 3 
(Munich: Oldenbourg, 1962), pp. 201–210; Aldo Gallotta, “Ilyas beg, i mütevelli e le origini 
di Corizza (Korçë/Görice)”, in: The Via Egnatia under Ottoman Rule, edited by Elizabeth 
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demonstrates in his chapter of this volume, demographic consequences that 
were interpreted as negative by the elites of modern national states were and 
sometimes still are highly politicized. Scholars, especially in Ottoman studies, 
are therefore rather reluctant to assess the mass flight, deportation and enslave-
ment of the Christian population.34 Justified criticism of nationalist narratives 
has thus led directly to the other extreme: ignoring or underplaying demograph-
ic disruption caused by Ottoman warfare. Not all scarcely inhabited areas were 
depopulated by plague and warfare between Christian rulers however. The clas-
sical Ottoman strategy of constant raids on target areas had devastating conse-
quences from Bithynia to Thrace, Macedonia, Albania, Serbia and Bosnia. As 
Grigor Boykov demonstrates in his contribution to this volume, it is almost 
impossible to quantify these changes. What we need at the present stage of 
research is a sober overview of all conquered areas. 

The foundation of new towns such as Sarajevo and the demographic upheaval 
in Bosnia and Hercegovina are part of the same history, but usually they are not 
told together.35 The same is true for the spectacular foundation of Elbasan or the 
history of Muslim Shkodra and the utter destruction of Scanderbeg’s rebellious 
nearby heartland of Dibra and Mati, where almost 75% of the population did 
not survive the Ottoman onslaught – or the fact that the defenders of Shkodra 
preferred to emigrate to Venice and to continue their struggle against the Otto-
mans in the Venetian fleet or as settlers in Friuli rather than to submit to Otto-

Zachariadou (Rethymno: Crete University Press, 1996), pp. 113–122; Bistra A. Cvetkova, 
Vie économique de villes et ports balkaniques aux XVe et XVIe siècles (Paris : Geuthner, 1970); 
Ferit Duka, Berati në kohën osmane (Tirana : Toena, 2001); Ferit Duka, Shekujt osmane në 
hapësirën shqiptare (Tirana: UET Press, 2007).

 34 Irène Beldiceanu-Steinherr and Nicoarǎ Beldiceanu, “Colonisation et déportation dans 
l’État ottoman (XIVe – début XVIe siècle)”, in: Coloniser au moyen âge, edited by Michel 
Balard and Alain Ducellier (Paris: Publications de la Sorbonne, 1995), pp. 172–185; Elisa-
beth Zachariadou, Constantinople se repeuple, in: Elisabeth Zachariadou, Studies in Pre-Ot-
toman Turkey and the Ottomans (Aldershot: Variorum 2007), part. XXIII Zachariadou, 
Constantinople se repeuple pp. 49–55: Halil Inalcık, “The Policy of Mehmed II towards the 
Greek Population of Istanbul and the Byzantine Buildings of the City”, Dumbarton Oaks 
Papers 23/24 (1969/1970): pp. 231–249; Roads Murphey, Sürgün (T., lit. “expulsion”), in: 
Encyclopaedia of Islam (Leiden: Brill, 22010) (consulted online); Irène Beldiceanu-Steinherr, 
“L’exil à Trébizonde d’une quarantaine de combattants albanais à la fin du XVe siècle”, in: Oi 
Albanoi sto Mesaiona, edited by Charalampos Gasparis (Athens : National Hellenic Research 
Foundation, 1998), pp. 349–369 ; Skënder Rizaj, “Transferimet, deportimet dhe dyndjet e 
Shqiptarëvet në kohën e Skënderbeut”, in: Simpoziumi për Skënderbeun- Simpozium o Skend-
erbegu 9–12 maj 1969 (Prishtina/ Priština: Instituti albanologjik, 1969), pp. 145–153, Kiel, 
“Incorporation” pp. 150–151.

 35 Holm Sundhaussen, Sarajevo (Vienna: Böhlau, 2014); Milenko Krešić, “Depopulacija jugo-
istočne Hercegovine izazvana turskim osvajanjem”, in Hum i Hercegovina kroz povijest. Vol 1, 
edited by Ivica Lučić (Zagreb: Hrvatski institut za povijest, 2011), pp. 757–776.
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man rule.36 Ottomanist mainstream narratives show comparably little interest in 
those migration waves of Balkan Christians who crossed the borders to Christian 
states.37 One may compare this state of the art with the two sides of a coin. Un-
fortunately, one-sided narratives are still powerful.

As mentioned above, in Byzantine and Late Medieval Balkan studies, theory 
building and theorey orientation are considerably weaker. Recent research has 
concentrated on the centenaries of key events, such as the fall of the Serbian 
Despotate (1459) or the Bosnian kingdom.38 Explanations are given mostly 
for “national cases”, and there are almost no attempts to link the Byzantine 
to the Bulgarian, Serbian, Bosnian, Herzegovinian, Croatian, Montenegrin or 
Albanian experience of conquest. Case studies for Bosnia and Albania have un-
derlined however that the Bosnian crown and Scanderbeg both joined planned 
Papal crusades, and that the Papacy aimed at establishing two Catholic crusader 
kingdoms (the last Bosnian king actually received a crown from Pius II, while 
Scanderbeg seems to have accepted a similar promise). This radical change of 
confessional orientation in the Western Balkans prompted Mehmed’s II harsh 
reaction in both regions (1463, 1466/1467).39 Most scholarship is devoted to 
regional territorial lordships whose complexity and instability constitute a seri-
ous challenge for any specialist in the field.40

 36 Oliver Jens Schmitt, Skanderbeg (Regensburg: Pustet, 2009) p. 102; Venice established a 
refugee office for Scutarine refugees which remained active even 40 years after Shkodra had 
been taken by the Ottomans; Oliver Jens Schmitt, Das venezianische Albanien 1392–1479 
(Munich: Oldenbourg, 2011), p. 628.

 37 There is a great wealth of scholarship produced e.g. by specialists in Venetian history: Er-
manno Orlando, Migrazioni mediterranee (Bologna: il Mulino, 2014); Brunehilde Imhaus, 
Le minoranze orientali a Venezia (Rome: il Veltro, 1997); Alain Ducellier, Les chemins de 
l´exil. Bouleversements de l´Est européen et migrations vers l’Ouest à la fin du Moyen Âge (Paris: 
Colin 1992); Paolo Petta, Despoti d’Epiro e principi di Macedonia. Esuli albanesi nell’Italia 
del Rinascimento (Lecce: Argo, 2000); Paolo Petta, Stradioti. Soldati albanesi in Italia (Lecce. 
Argo, 1996); Lucia Nadin, Migrazioni e integrazione. Il caso degli albanesi a Venezia (1479–
1552) (Rome: Bulzoni, 2008); cf. the recent monograph by Noel Malcolm, Agents of Empire. 
Knights, Corsairs, Jesuits and Spies in the Sixteenth-Century Mediterranean World (London: 
Allen Lane, 2015); for migrations to the Holy Roman Empire (Innerösterreich) cf. Ignacij 
Voje, “Migracioni procesi iz Bosne u slovenačkim zemljama za vrijeme turskih provala u 16. 
stoljeću”. In: Migracije i Bosna i Hercegovina (Sarajevo: Institut za istoriju u Sarajevu – Insti-
tut za proučavanje nacionalnih odnosa, 1990), pp. 89–99.

 38 Pad srpske despotovine 1459 g.; Stjepan Tomašević (1461–1463).
 39 Dubravko Lovrenović, Na klizištu povijesti. Sveta kruna ugarska i Sveta kruna bosanska 1387–

1463 (Zagreb – Sarajevo: synopsis, 2006); Schmitt, Skanderbeg pp. 243–256; Emir Filipović, 
“Historiografija o padu Bosanskog Kraljestva”, in Birin, Stjepan Tomašević (1461.–1463.) pp. 
11–28.

 40 E.g. Sp. N. Asonites, To Notio Ionio kata ton Opsimo Mesaiona (Athens: Ergo, 2005); Donald 
M. Nicol, The Despotate of Epiros 1267–1479 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
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Recently, Ottoman studies have joined this field with one of the most re-
markable re-interpretations of Early Ottoman history (cf. the contribution by 
Kiprovska in this volume). Ottoman historiography and in its vein many Otto-
manists depict a centralized Ottoman state apparatus right from the beginnings 
of the House of Osman. In recent years, interpretations put forward by Irène 
Beldiceanu-Steinherr41 since the 1960s have been taken up by several scholars, 
who conclude that even powerful rulers such as Bayezid I were rather primi 
inter pares among influential Muslim and Orthodox regional rulers in Anatolia 
and the Balkans.42 Marcher lord dynasties such as the Mihaloğlu had an Or-
thodox background, and until Mehmed II started a process of centralization, 
the Balkans and Anatolia consisted of numerous regional vassal states of the 
Ottoman rulers. Marcher lordships often acted independently or in loose de-
pendency on the Ottoman rulers.43 Regional Orthodox rulers, but also major 

1984); Pëllumb Xhufi, Dilemat e Arbërit. Studime mbi Shqipërinë mesjetare (Tirana: Pegi, 
2006); Schmitt, Das venezianische Albanien; Ivan Božić, Nemirno pomorje XV veka (Belgrade: 
Srpska Književna Zadruga, 1979); George Ch. Soulis, The Serbs and Byzantium During 
the Reign of Tsar Stephen Dušan (1331–1355) and his Successors (Washington: Dumbarton 
Oaks, 1984); Toni Filiposki, “Der Ohrider Župan Andrea Gropa”, Südost-Forschungen 
69/70 (2010/11): pp. 1–24; Rade Mihaljčić, Kraj srpskog carstva (Belgrade: SKZ, 1975); 
Hristo Matanov, “Radoslav Hlapen – souverain féodal en Macédoine méridionale durant 
le troisième quart du XIVe siècle”, Études balkaniques 4 (1983): pp. 68–87; Elena Kostova, 
“Constantine Dragaš and his principality. According to unpublished source material from 
the archives of the Vatopedi monastery on Mount Athos”, Bulgaria mediaevalis 2 (2011): pp. 
685–695; Hristo Matanov, “West and Post-Byzantine Source Evidence about Krali Marko 
(King Marko)”, Études balkaniques 1985/2, pp. 45–61; Aleksandra Fostikov, “O Dmitru 
Kraljeviću”, Istorijski časopis 49 (2002): pp. 47–65; Jelena Mrgić-Radojčić, Donji Kraj. Kra-
jina srednjovekovne Bosne (Belgrade: Filozofski fakultet, 2002); Jelena Mrgić, Severna Bosna, 
13.–16. vek (Belgrade: Istorijski institut, 2008).

 41 Beldiceanu-Steinherr, Recherches sur les actes; Beldiceanu-Steinherr, “Les débuts: Osmân et 
Orkhân”; Beldiceanu-Steinherr, “L’installation des Ottomans”; and especially Irène Beldicea-
nu-Steinherr and Raúl Estangüi Gómez, “Autour du document de 1386 en faveur de Ra-
doslav Sablja (Șabya/Sampias): du beylicat au sultanat, étape méconnue de l’État ottoman”, 
Turcica 45 (2014): pp. 159–186.

 42 Rhoads Murphey, “Bayezid I’s Foreign Policy Plans and Priorities: Power Relations, State-
craft, Military Conditions and Diplomatic Practice in Anatolia and the Balkans”, in: Contact 
and Conflict in Frankish Greece and the Aegean, 1204–1453, edited by Nikolaos G. Chrissis 
and Mike Carr (Farnham/Surrey: Ashgate, 2014), pp. 177–215.

 43 Lowry, The Shaping of the Ottoman Balkans 1350–1500; Lowry and Erünsal, Notes & docu-
ments on the Evrenos Dynasty of Yenice-i Vardar (Giannitsa); Mariya Kiprovska, “Shaping the 
Ottoman Borderland. The Architectural Patronage of the Frontier Lords from the Mihaloğlu 
Family”, in: Bordering Early Modern Europe, edited by Maria Baramova, Grigor Boykov and 
Ivan Parvev (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2015), pp. 185–220; Mariya Kiprovska, “The Mi-
haloğlu Family: Gazi Warriors and Patrons of Dervish Hospices”, Osmanlı Araştırmaları 32 
(2008): pp. 173–202; Mariya Kiprovska, “Legends and Historicity: the Binbir Oğlu Ahmed 
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Catholic powers, often were confronted with Muslim regional rulers whose 
military strength did not surpass the power resources of Christian noblemen, 
unlike the Sultan’s army. The political behaviour of regional Orthodox lords 
has to be re-interpreted in the light of the very fact that they sought to deal 
with Islamised strongmen with a regional background. Thorough monographs 
on these Marcher lordships are one of the most urgent tasks in the field.It has 
become clear from this necessarily sketchy overview that competing narratives 
have so far excluded a coherent interpretation of major socio-cultural and po-
litical processes. It is therefore imperative to analyse these narratives in more 
detail and to assess their impact on scholarly practices and discourses.
 Historical interpretations indeed vary from the glorifying of a new Golden 
Age, the beginning of a new imperial era of peace, prosperity and tolerance44 
– sometimes depicted against the background of an allegedly intolerant, social-
ly oppressive and politically fragmented Occident – and even liberation from 
national or religious oppression by neighbours (as in the case Bosnian-Muslim 
and Albanian-Muslim historiography45) to apocalyptic descriptions of destruc-
tion, violence, political and socio-cultural breakdown, a millenarian vision of 
catastrophe.46 

Baba Tekkesi and its Founder”, in: Monuments, Patrons, Contexts. Papers on Ottoman Europe 
presented to Machiel Kiel, edited by Maximilian Hartmuth and Ayşe Dilsiz (Leiden: Nether-
lands Institute for the Near East, 2010), pp. 29–45.

 44 Halil İnalcık, The Ottoman Empire, p. 7: “Holy War was intended not to destroy but to 
subdue the infidel world, the dârülharb. The Ottomans established their empire by uniting 
Muslim Anatolia and the Christian Balkans under their rule and, although continuous Holy 
War was the fundamental principle of the state, the empire emerged, at the same time, as 
protector of the Orthodox Church and millions of Orthodox Christians. Islam guaranteed 
the lives and property of Christians and Jews, on the conditions of obedience and payment 
of a poll tax […] Furthermore, the protection of the peasantry as a source of tax revenue 
was a traditional polciy of the near-eastern state, and one which encouraged an attitude of 
tolerance […] The Ottoman Empire was thus to become a true ‘Frontier Empire’, a cosmo-
politan state, treating all creeds and races as one, which was to unite the Orthodox Christinas 
Balkans and Muslim Anatolia in a single state.”

 45 E.g. the “Kaleshi thesis” postulated by Hasan Kaleshi: “Das türkische Vordringen auf dem 
Balkan und die Islamisierung- Faktoren für die Erhaltung der ethnischen und nationalen 
Existenz des albanischen Volkes”, in: Südosteuropa unter dem Halbmond (Munich: Trofe-
nik, 1975), pp. 125–138; for a typical recent Bosniak interpretation, cf. the introduction in 
Ahmed S. Aličić, Sumarni popis sandžaka Bosne iz 1468/69. godine (Mostar: Islamski kulturni 
centar, 2008).

 46 E.g. Historia e popullit shqiptar vol. 1 (Tirana: Toena, 2002); Dessislava Lilova , “Relater la 
chute sous le pouvoir ottoman : la version bulgare”, Balkanologie , 12/1 (2010) http://bal-
kanologie.revues.org/index2140.html; Antonina Zhelyazkova, “Islamization in the Balkans 
as a Historiographical Problem: the Southeast-European Perspective”, in: The Ottomans and 
the Balkans, edited by Fikret Adanır and Suraiya Faroqhi (Leiden: Brill, 2002), pp. 223–266; 
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 The first narrative is often encountered in Ottomanist, Bosniak and Alba-
nian-Muslim historiographies, the latter in historiographies of Balkan Chris-
tian successor states of the Ottoman Empire. Between these extremes of white 
and black (which for the sake of our argument are presented here in a rather 
pointed way), there are numerous varieties of grey; there is no single interpreta-
tion by those whose ancestors eventually “won”, nor by those whose forefathers 
were defeated. Modern Serbian, Bulgarian, Croatian (in Bosnia: also Bosnian 
Catholic) and Albanian (secular-nationalist and Christian) narratives are far 
from homogenous, nor has there been a common Balkan Muslim narrative.47 
Most interpretations have in common a lack of contextualization in the sense 
that many authors rarely define their own theoretical and, more importantly, 
ideological standpoint, although they mostly, consciously or subconsciously, 
pursue goals related to their weltanschauung. Balkan national historiographies 
have been much criticized because of their predominantly negative view on Ot-
toman conquest and more generally on Ottoman rule in the Balkans. This crit-
icism however has in recent years unfortunately become part of official Turkish 
foreign policy exercising pressure on several Balkan states to change chapters 
on Ottoman history in school textbooks.48 Much of the scholarly criticism was 

cf. the contribution by Grigor Boykov in this volume with a bibliography on the Bulgarian 
case, especially the Gandev theory.

 47 For representative examples of Croatian medieval studies, cf. Tomislav Raukar, Hrvatsko 
srednjovjekovlje (Zagreb: Školska knjiga, 1997) (a masterpiece of balanced scholarship) and 
Povijest Hrvata. vol.1. Srednji vijek, edited by Franjo Šanjek (Zagreb: Školska knjiga, 2003).

 48 Critical approaches to national historiographies became an object of predilection for many 
scholars after 1989; cf. Klio ohne Fesseln? Historiographie im östlichen Europa nach dem Zusam-
menbruch des Kommunismus, edited by Arnold Suppan et al. (Vienna: Peter Lang, 2003); 
Narratives Unbound. Historical Studies in Post-Communist Eastern Europe, edited by Sorin 
Antohi, Balász Trencsényi, Péter Apor (Budapest – New York: CEU Press, 2007); (Re)Writ-
ing History. Historiography in Southeast Europe after Socialism, edited by Ulf Brunnbauer 
(Münster: LIT, 2004), pp. 165–200; Wolfgang Höpken, “Zwischen ‘Klasse’ und ‘Nation’: 
Historiographie und ihre Meistererzählungen in Südosteuropa in der Zeit des Sozialismus 
(1944–1990)”, Jahrbücher für Geschichte und Kultur Südosteuropas 2 (2000): pp. 15–60; 
Beruf und Berufung. Geschichtswissenschaft und Nationsbildung in Ostmittel- und Südoste-
uropa im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert, edited by Hans Christian Maner and Markus Krzos-
ka (Münster: LIT, 2005); Nenad Stefanov, Wissenschaft als nationaler Beruf. Die Serbische 
Akademie der Wissenschaften 1944–1992. Tradierung und Modifizierung nationaler Ideol-
ogie (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz 2011); for Turkish government pressure cf. in the case of 
Kosova cf. http://www.telegrafi.com/lajme/qeveria-pro-ndryshimit-te-historise-2-16944.
html (11.9.2011; accessed on 1st May 2015; http://shqiptarja.com/kosova/2727/ 
turqia-kerkon-te-rehabilitoje-osmanet-ne-historine-e-kosoves-149245.html (27.3.2015; 
accessed on 1st May 2015); for a comparable intervention in Albania http://www.shek-
ulli.com.al/p.php?id=24691 (10.6.2013; accessed on 1 May 2015); http://gazeta55.al/ 
historia-mesuese-e-jetes-apo-liber-i-paragjykimeve-drejt-konflikteve%C2%94/ (2.4.2013; 
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certainly justified – e.g. of the politicization of Bulgarian Ottoman studies in 
the so-called Rebirth process, i.e. the forced Bulgarisation of Bulgarian Turks 
in the second half of the 1980s,49 and many historians in Balkan countries have 
adopted much more sophisticated and better balanced perspectives.50 Balkan 
Ottomanists who had in some countries at least partially contributed to a po-
liticized distortion of Ottoman history started after 1989 a process of critical 
self-reflection; this is especially true for Bulgarian and Albanian Ottoman stud-
ies51 – while in Bosnia Ottoman studies underwent a process of politicization in 
the 1990s because of their importance for the Bosniak nation- and state-build-
ing.52 Extra-regional Ottoman studies, however, has so far not undergone a 
similar process of self-reflection. While institutions and single actors in Balkan 
national historiographies and the scholarly discourses produced by them have 
been analyzed in detail, extra-regional Ottoman studies obviously feels no need 
to start a similar process of questioning its own theoretical models, terminol-
ogy, possible biases and its closeness or distance to political agencies.53 Many 

accessed on 1May 2015); http://www.panorama.com.al/korrigjimi-i-historise-136-intelek-
tuale-peticion-kunder-nderhyrjes-se-turqise/ (29.3.2015, accessed on 1 May 2015); in 2013 
more than 100 Albanian intellectuals signed a petition against changes to school textbooks 
for which the Turkish government had been pushing.

 49 There is an impressive amount of critical scholarship in Bulgaria on that topic, cf. source 
collections: Strogo poveritelno! Asimilatorskata kampanija sreštu turskoto nacionalno malcinst-
vo v Bǎlgarija (1984–1989). Dokumenti, edited by Veselin Angelov (Sofia: Simolini 2008), 
“Vǎzroditelnijat proces”. Meždunarodni izmerenija (1984–1989), edited by Iskra Baeva (So-
fia: Dǎržavna agencija Archivi, 2009); Valeri Stojanov, Turskoto naselenie v Bǎlgarija meždu 
poljusite na etničeskata politika (Sofia: LIK, 1998); Mihail Gruev and Aleksej Kaljonski, Vǎz-
roditelnijat proces (Sofia: Ciela, 2008).

 50 In the oeuvre of leading medievalists who were never involved in a politicized discourse, 
1989 did not constitute a break. This is e.g. true for the eminent Serbian medievalist Sima 
Ćirković, cf. his collected articles Rabotnici, vojnici, duhovnici. Društva srednjovekovnog Bal-
kana (Belgrade: Equilibrium 1997).

 51 Dritan Egro, Historia dhe ideologjia. Një qasje kritike studimeve osmane në historiografinë 
moderne shqiptare (nga gjysma e dytë e shek. XIX deri me sot) (Tirana: Maluka, 2007); Elena 
Grozdanova, “Bulgarian Ottoman Studies at the Turn of Two Centuries: Continuity and 
Change”, Études balkaniques 2005/3, pp. 93–146.

 52 Cf. the 1991 issue of Prilozi za orijentalnu filologiju 41 (1991); a typical Bosniak nationalist 
interpretation is offered by Mehmedalija Bojić, Historia Bosne i Bošnjaka (Sarajevo: TKD 
Šahinagić, 2001); on Ottoman Bosnia cf. Ottoman Bosnia. A History in Peril, edited by 
Markus Koller/Kemal Karpat (Madison/Wisc.: University of Wisconsin Press, 2004).

 53 Speros Vryonis, Jr., The Turkish State and History. Clio meets the Grey Wolf (Thessaloniki: 
The Institute for Balkan Studies, 1991) analyses Turkish state strategies of influence on the 
American academic community and the compliance of leading American specialists in Otto-
man history with demands by the Turkish state in very sensitive issues such as the Armenian 
genocide. However, there is still no thorough analysis of scholarly networks sponsored by the 
Turkish state with the aim of influencing scientific narratives. Related networks of scholars 
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actors in the field still cultivate not a neutral, but a predominantly positive 
image of the Ottoman Empire that is of course no less exposed to ideologies 
and extra-scientific concepts than politicized interpretations of Balkan national 
historiographies. 
 The attempt to revise nationalist stereotypes in Balkan historiographies may 
also lead to equally problematic interpretations that downplay warfare, vio-
lence and mass destruction or virtually “cut out” the “other” from research and 
master narratives. The reasons are certainly manifold. They are at least partially 
a reaction to traditional narratives of national historiographies (the “Turkish 
yoke”), which depicted a caricature of Asian bloodthirsty Turkish invaders who 
had nothing to do to with the Christian civilisation that they ruthlessly de-
stroyed. Violence and death are however unavoidable consequences of warfare, 
and this is even the more true for processes of conquest that stretch over several 
decades or even more than a century (in the case of Bosnia, from the 1380s 
until the 1530s, or in the case of Albania from the 1380s to the 1480s) and for 
an Empire whose raison d´être was for centuries territorial expansion, i.e. con-
quest. In fact, leading textbooks by Ottomanists tend to marginalize violence 
and to focus rather on the technique and logistics of warfare in the period of 
conquest.54 This “buffered” narrative of conquest is contrasted by an impressive 
body of scholarship on Muslim victims of Balkan Christian violence at the 
end of the Empire.55 The latter is a good example of a victimization discourse; 
the former reflects an uncritical approach to the beginnings of the Ottoman 
state. There is therefore not a general reluctance in Ottoman studies to address 
violence as a historical phenomenon, but to name Muslims as perpetrators and 

with a mostly Western Balkan (Albanian and Bosniak) background teaching and publishing 
at US and European academic institutions would also require an in-depth analysis (cf. below 
fn. 55).

 54 E.g. The Cambridge History of Turkey vol.1; İnalcık, The Ottoman Empire; Klaus Kreiser and 
Christoph Neumann, Kleine Geschichte der Türkei (Stuttgart: Reclam, 2003) which however 
provides (on p. 86) a multiperspectival interpretation of the battle on the Kosovo polje in 
1389.

 55 Examples of a politicized interpretation of Late Ottoman history are Isa Blumi, Reinstating 
the Ottomans: Alternative Balkan Modernities, 1800–1912 ( (New York: Palgrave Macmillan 
2011), who idealizes the late Ottoman Empire while ascribing all the blame for its fail-
ure to European Great Powers; Justin Mc Carthy, Death and Exil: the Ethnic Cleansing of 
Ottoman Muslims (Princeton: Darwin Press, 1995); War & Nationalism. The Balkan Wars, 
1912–1913, and their Sociopolitical Implications, edited by M. Hakan Yavuz and Isa Blumi 
(Salt Lake City: The University of Utah Press, 2013); cf. the critical review by Dietmar 
Müller in hsozkult (http://hsozkult.geschichte.hu-berlin.de/index.asp?id=21657&view= 
pdf&pn=rezensionen&type=rezbuecher, accessed on 14 May 2015); this book is being dis-
tributed by Turkish embassies directly to supposed opinion-makers at universities. It is no 
coincidence that some of these authors are involved in downplaying the Armenian Genocide.
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Christians as victims of violence, a perspective running contrary to current po-
litical correctness. As nationalism in the Balkans contributed to dark myths of 
Ottoman rule, Turkish nationalism and the rise of Islamist movements equally 
distort scholarly perspectives. While scholars in Balkan countries felt they were 
obliged or indeed were obliged to address this dimension of their research, 
extra-regional Ottomanists do not openly discuss various forms of pressure or 
self-censorship. This discrepancy has to be addressed in academia in order to 
overcome clichés and prejudices that still linger sometimes unconsciously in 
disciplinary discourses.
 Ottomanist mainstream narratives concentrate on enumerating battles, 
conquered fortresses and kingdoms and rather seldom invest much scholar-
ly energy in investigating the “other”, i.e. those who did not surrender and 
were eventually defeated.56 Violence and terror as a means of warfare is equally 
seldom addressed explicitly by Ottomanists, but often constitutes an import-
ant element of narratives by specialists in Mediterranean and Balkan studies. 
There is to my knowledge no Ottomanist narrative that mentions that some 
of Scanderbeg’s followers committed suicide out of despair (a fact recorded by 
the Ottoman court historiographer Critobulos).57 Heath Lowry lists some of 
the massacres committed by Mehmed II during his campaign in Morea, but 
in an overall perspective, discussion of mass violence and terror as a tactical 
instrument is conspicuously lacking in the Ottomanist mainstream discourse. 
The reaction to this deliberate silence should certainly not be an updated list 
of “Ottoman atrocities”, but an assessment of the demographic, political and 
socio-cultural consequences of Ottoman warfare.
 Another sensitive issue is the accommodation policy – istimalet – of the 
Ottoman elites towards their new subjects. It is usually described as a key to 
Ottoman success in rapidly conquered territories.58 After decades of meticulous 

 56 E.g. the influential synthesis by Kreiser and Neumann, Kleine Geschichte pp. 81–98, describ-
ing the whole process from an (implicitly) Ottoman standpoint.

 57 Schmitt, Skanderbeg p. 102.
 58 Halil İnalcık, “Timariotes chrétiens en Albanie au 15e siècle”, Mitteilungen des öster- 

reichischen Staatsarchivs 4 (1952): 118–138; Hasan Kaleshi, “Die Albaner in Kosovo im 15. 
Jahrhundert”, in: Akten des internationalen albanologischen Kolloquiums in Innsbruck 1972 
zum Gedächtnis an Norbert Jokl, edited by Hermann Ölberg (Innsbruck: AMOE, 1977), 
pp. 513–524; Nicoarǎ Beldiceanu – Irène Beldiceanu–Steinherr, “Recherches sur la Morée 
(1461–1512)”, Südost-Forschungen 39 (1980): pp. 17–74; Nicoarǎ Beldiceanu, “Timariotes 
chrétiens en Thessalie (1454/55)” Südost-Forschungen 45 (1985): pp. 45–81; Aleksandar 
Matkovski, Nomadskoto stočarstvo vo Makedonija od XIV do XIX vek (Skopje: Makedons-
ka akademija na naukite i umetnostite, 1996); Aleksandar Stojanovski, Dervendžistvoto vo 
Makedonija (Skopje: Institut za nacionalna istorija, 1974); Aleksandar Stojanovski, Raja so 
specijalni zadolženija vo Makedonija (vojnuci, sokolari, orizari i solari) (Skopje: Institut za na-
cionalna istorija, 1990); Aleksandar Stojanovski, Makedonija pod turskata vlast (Statii i drugi 
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research in this field, there is no doubt that Orthodox Christians of all social 
strata joined the Ottoman military and administrative apparatus and played an 
essential role in Ottoman expansion in Europe, the Near East and Northern 
Africa. 
 Heath Lowry, a leading specialist in the field, circumscribed istimalet with 
the trivialising metaphor of “stick and carrot”.59 There are however very few 
Ottomanists who are interested in analysing in detail what the “stick” really 
meant for those who refused the “carrot” (which is not true for Lowry himself, 
who gave some examples of Ottoman massacres in Morea). 
 Since Ottoman sources reproduce the perspective of the “winning side”, a 
more balanced interpretation would be gained from careful reflection on the 
discourses these sources contain not only relating to the Ottomans, their state 
and their policy (cf. the discussion on the “Barkan” and the “Köprülü” thesis 
in the contribution by Krstić in this volume), but also concerning those whose 
lands were conquered and their perspectives.60 Scholars emphasizing istimalet 
and patterns of Ottoman-Balkan symbiosis obviously study those parts of the 
Christian population who had survived the Ottoman onslaught and had not 
sought shelter outside the Ottoman territory. This very basic fact has to be 
made plain. They usually omit destruction, mass flight movements within the 
Balkans and to the Danubian principalities, Hungary, Italy and the Holy Roman 
Empire (which play, however, an important – and often distorted – role in 
Albanian, Bulgarian, Croatian, Greek, and Serbian national historiographies). 
While Ottomanists underline the readiness of Balkan Christians to integrate 
into the Ottoman military and administrative system, traditional national 
historiographies insist on various forms of resistance.61 Ottomanists are 

prilozi) (Skopje: Institut za nacionala istorija, 2006), Metodija Sokoloski, “Osvrt na sastav 
stanovništva zapadne Makedonije u XV i XVI veku”, Jugoslovenski istorijski časopis 1970/1–2, 
9–40; Dragi  Ġorġiev, Naselenieto vo makedonsko – albanskiot graničen pojas (Skopje: Insti-
tut za nacionala istorija, 2009); Dragi  Ġorġiev, „Siedlungsverhältnisse im makedonisch- 
albanischen Grenzgebiet im 15. und 16. Jahrhundert (nach osmanischen Quellen)”, Südost- 
Forschungen 65/66 (2006/2007): pp. 87–116.

 59 Heath Lowry in The Routledge Handbook of Modern Turkey, edited by Metin Heper and Sabri 
Sayarı (Abingdon – New York: Routledge, 2012), p. 11; Lowry, Fifteenth Century Ottoman 
Realities, p. 3.

 60 Bedriye Atsız, “Das Albanerbild der Türken nach osmanischen Chroniken des 15.–16. 
Jahrhunderts”, Münchner Zeitschrift für Balkankunde 1 (1978): pp. 15–25.

 61 Olga Katsiardi-Hering, “Von den Aufständen zu den Revolutionen christlicher Untertanen 
des Osmanischen Reiches in Südosteuropa (ca. 1530–1821). Ein Typologisierungsversuch”, 
Südost-Forschungen 68 (2009): pp. 96–137; Aleksandar Matkovski, Otporot vo Makedonija 
vo vremeto na turskoto vladeenje. 4 vols. (Skopje: Misla, 1983); Peter Bartl, Der Westbalkan 
zwischen spanischer Monarchie und osmanischen Reich (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1974).
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interested in migration within the Empire (e.g. Yürüks, Vlachs62), but less 
in migration as a consequence of decades of Ottoman raids and ultimate 
conquest. Demographic history is certainly one of the most loaded issues in 
Balkan history and the kind of divided history that currently prevails does not 
contribute to filling this gap. 
 The recent Cambridge History of Turkey, a representative endeavour of extra-
regional Ottoman studies, summarizes the chapter on “the incorporation of 
the Balkans into the Ottoman Empire” with the statement that until 1912 
the Balkans east of a line stretching from Nikopol to Kavala was as Turkish as 
Anatolia, adding that “the comprehensive work of how much of the Balkans 
became truly Turkish will take a long time to be written”63. The author, 
Machiel Kiel, a leading scholar in the field of demographic history and the 
history of architecture who in recent decades has contributed signficantly to 
our knowledge of the early Ottoman Balkans,64 does not explain however how 
Turkish Anatolia was in 1912 – before the Armenian and Assyrian genocide 
and the flight, expulsion, population exchange and eventually pogroms which 
reduced the Orthodox population – nor does he define what the term Turkish 
means in the fifteenth and the early twentieth centuries. The text unfortunately, 
but not untypically,65 mixes Late Medieval history with the traumatic last 
decades of the Ottoman Empire. It furthermore constructs a millenarian Pre-
Ottoman Turkish Balkan by mingling Kutrigurs, Onogurs, Kumans and even 
Székler and does not explain that many of these groups were Christianized and 
that they did not support Ottoman expansion. On the contrary, the Székler 
community in Transylvania served as a bulwark against Ottoman raiders66 
and the Gagauz communities are characterized by the very fact that they 

 62 Nicoară Beldiceanu, “Les Roumains des Balkans dans les sources ottomans”, Revue des études 
roumaines 19/20 (1995/96): pp. 7–21; Nicoară Beldiceanu, “Sur les Valaques des Balkans 
slaves à l´époque ottoman”, Revue des études islamiques 34 (1966): pp. 83–132; Nicoară Bel-
diceanu/Irène Beldiceanu-Steinherr/Petre S. Năşturel, “Les recensements ottomans effectués 
en 1477, 1519 et 1533 dans les provinces de Zvornik et d’Herzégovine” Turcica 20 (1988): 
pp. 159–171.

 63 Kiel, “The Incorporation of the Balkans”. 156.
 64 E.g. Kiel, Art and Society of Bulgaria in the Turkish Period; Kiel, Ottoman Architecture in 

Albania 1385–1912; Kiel, “Das türkische Thessalien. Etabliertes Geschichtsbild versus os-
manische Quellen”; Machiel Kiel, Turco-Bulgarica. Studies on the History, Settlement and His-
torical Demography of Ottoman Bulgaria (Istanbul: Isis 2013).

 65 For the instrumentalisation of Western scholars by deniers of the Armenian genocide cf. 
http://www.tc-america.org/scholar/scholar.html and http://www.mfa.gov.tr/controversy-be-
tween-turkey-and-armenia-about-the-events-of-1915.en.mfa (accessed on 5 May 2015). 

 66 Die Szekler in Siebenbürgen. Von der privilegierten Sondergemeinschaft zur ethnischen Gruppe, 
edited by Harald Roth (Vienna: Böhlau, 2009).
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never embraced Islam even though they were Turkish speakers.67 Distortion of 
facts and a primordial vision of ethnicity are usually seen as typical of Balkan 
historiographies, but unfortunately they also exist in extra-regional Ottoman 
studies. The very fact that the first volume of this prestigious series contains 
a chapter on Byzantium (1071–1453) as a mere prehistory of the Ottoman 
Empire is telling. Since the editor does not provide an introduction to the 
volume, her scholarly programme remains unclear.
 Even scholars who do their best to avoid these traps often do not reflect 
on how much they stick to disciplinary traditions (including the author of 
these lines). A Byzantinist, a Balkan Medievalist and an Ottomanist inevita-
bly will write different histories of this period, and these differences are of-
ten source-driven. In fact, cross-reading of sources occurs only partially, and 
disciplinary and philological pride frequently constitute a serious barrier for 
discussion. One may discern several nuclei of communication: cross-reading of 
Byzantine and Latin/Italian sources has been established since the nineteenth 
century. Cross-reading of Ottoman and Byzantine sources characterizes a small 
but influential group of scholars (e.g. Irène Beldiceanu-Steinherr – also togeth-
er with Raúl Estanguï Gómez –, Elizabeth Zachariadou, Nevra Necipoğlu, and 
Stephen W. Reinert) .68 
 Latin sources are used by Ottomanists with strong Mediterranean research 
interests such as Marie-Matilde Alexandrescu-Dersca,69 Elizabeth Zachariadou 
or Nicolas Vatin. Combining Ottoman and Slavonic sources is a particular skill 
of regional scholars dealing with continental parts of the Balkans. The highly 
complex but necessary cross-reading of all text cultures rarely occurs however. 
Things are at least equally complicated where Balkan national historiographies 
are concerned. Only few extra-regional Ottomanists read Balkan languages; 

 67 Olga Radova, “The problem of the Gagauz Ethno-Demographic Development in the 19th 
Century”, Südost-Forschungen 54 (1995): pp. 263–279, in the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth century Gagauz were even forced to migrate to Black Sea areas under Russian control 
(pp. 264–265).

 68 Estanguï Gómez, Byzance face aux Ottomans; Nevra Necipoğlu, Byzantium between the 
Ottomans and the Latins. Politics and Society in the Late Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2009). For decades Irène Beldiceanu-Steinherr has contributed to this in-
terdisciplinary dialogue between Ottoman, Balkan and Byzantine studies: cf. e.g. Irène Bel-
diceanu-Steinherr, “Pachymère et les sources orientales”, Turcica 32 (2000): pp. 425–434; 
Irène Beldiceanu-Steinherr and Boško Bojović, “Le traité de paix conclu entre Vlatko et 
Mehmed II”, Balcanica 24 (1993): pp. 75–86 and her recent article, Beldiceanu-Steinherr 
and Raúl Estangüi Gómez, “Autour du document de 1386 en faveur de Radoslav Sablja 
(Șabya/Sampias)”.

 69 Marie-Matilde Alexandrescu Dersca Bulgaru, Seldjoukides, Ottomans et l’espace roumain 
(Istanbul: Isis, 2006); Marie M. Alexandrescu-Dersca, La campagne de Timur en Anatolie 
(1402) (second edition London: Variorum, 1997).
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Conquests Compared.  
The Ottoman Expansion in the Balkans  

and the Mashreq in an Islamicate context 
M a u r u s  R e i n k o w s k i

POLES OF HISTORIOGRAPHY

In western writing on Islam there are still two major threads of interpretation 
explaining the expansion of Islam over an enormous geographical space and 
during an extended time period from the seventh century to the immediate 
present. On the one hand we have the theory of religious warfare, or at least 
of religiously inspired conquest, and on the other hand the explanation that 
the spread of the Islamic religion is due to various, basically peaceful, forms 
of expansion that are culturally, socially and economically motivated. As pro-
totypical examples of these two conflicting interpretations one may cite Paul 
Wittek’s The Rise of the Ottoman Empire, which considers the raison d’être of the 
Ottoman Empire to have been based on the idea of religious warfare, or Thom-
as W. Arnold’s The Preaching of Islam, which argues that the rapid expansion is 
to be explained by means of peaceful religious propaganda.1

 Sir Thomas Walker Arnold (1864–1930) was a British Orientalist who from 
his twenties onwards taught in various colleges and universities in South Asia. 
“He formed a very strong bond with Indian Muslims and worked devotedly 
in the cause of reform in Islam.”2 In his book The Preaching of Islam, he argues 
that the success of the Muslim expansion from the seventh century onwards is 
to be explained by the weak internal conditions of those states that succumbed 
to Islam.3 Furthermore, Arnold stresses that in the general history of Islamic 

 1 Paul Wittek, The Rise of the Ottoman Empire, (London: The Royal Asiatic Society, 1938); 
Thomas W. Arnold, The Preaching of Islam. A History of the Propagation of the Muslim Faith, 
(London: Luzac, 1935) (first published in 1913). 

 2 B. W. Robinson, s.v. Arnold, Thomas Walker, in: Encyclopaedia Iranica 3 (1989).
 3 Arnold’s argument of the political weakness and fragmentation of the countries conquered 

by Muslim armies resounds in later publications on the Ottoman conquest of the Balkans, 
see Halil Inalcik, The Ottoman Empire. The Classical Age 1300–1600. 2nd. ed. (London: 
Phoenix, 2000) (first published in 1973), p. 11: “It is not difficult to account for the ease of 
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expansion we hear nothing “of any organised attempt to force the acceptance of 
Islam on the non-Muslim population, or of any systematic persecution intend-
ed to stamp out the Christian religion […]”4

 Paul Wittek (born in 1894 in Baden, a town close to Vienna, died in 1978 
in England) was an Austrian, later English Orientalist. His gazi thesis was, until 
the 1980s, possibly the most influential explanation for the early formation of 
the Ottoman empire. Colin Heywood has shown that Wittek’s gazi thesis was 
influenced by intellectual currents beyond the academic world. Wittek, a fol-
lower of the charismatic poet Stefan George (1868–1933), imported a roman-
ticizing, heroicizing world view into Ottoman history and inflated Mehmed II 
into a kind of super gazi.5

 Wittek quite rightly notes the closeness of the conquering Muslim Turks 
(whom he calls, generically, gazis) to the established pre-Islamic population in 
Anatolia: “This mixed borderland civilization now became after the conquest of 
the eleventh century characteristic for the whole of Turkish Asia Minor.” But 
then Wittek continues and argues that the intense conflict with the Byzantine 
state, in the immediate vicinity of the Ottomans, hardened the Ottomans’ men-
tality and strengthened their belligerence: “But in the struggle with this [i.e. the 
Byzantines’] extraordinary resistance the Ghāzī state of Osman developed its ex-
traordinary strength. The grave sternness and tenacious courage which distin-
guished this state in its later history were deeply imprinted upon its soul during 
these years of its early youth.”6 With the beginning of Ottoman expansion into 
Southeastern Europe, from the 1360s onwards, the gazi venture had become the 
venture of the state itself: “Yet it always felt it was a state of Ghāzīs serving the idea 
of the holy war, and it actually was now the Ghāzī state kat’exochen.”7

 Obviously, neither of these two antithetic interpretations, Wittek’s ‘north 
pole’ and Arnold’s ‘south pole’, can be considered an adequate overall explana-
tion for the variety of forms of expansion of the Muslim world. For example, in 
the riparian regions of the Indian Ocean, particularly in Eastern Africa and in 

Ottoman conquest in the Balkans. The Ottoman invasion coincided with a time of political 
fragmentation [in that region]”; see also Machiel Kiel, The Incorporation of the Balkans 
into the Ottoman Empire, in: The Cambridge History of Turkey, Vol. 1: Byzantium to Tur-
key, 1071–1453, edited by Kate Fleet (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), pp. 
138–191 (p. 144): “There was no power left in the Balkans to stop the Ottomans: they filled 
up a political vacuum.”

 4 Arnold, Preaching of Islam, p. 79.
 5 Colin Heywood, ‘Boundless Dreams of the Levant’: Paul Wittek, the George-Kreis, and 

the Writing of Ottoman History, in: Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society (London 1989), pp. 
32–50.

 6 Wittek, Rise of the Ottoman Empire, p. 41. 
 7 Wittek, Rise of the Ottoman Empire, p. 45.
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Southeast Asia, Islam owed its initial expansion to informal networks of Mus-
lim merchants and of learned men.8 Only from the fifteenth century onwards 
do we have textual evidence on the presence of Muslim merchant colonies 
in the harbor cities of Southeast Asia’s insular world, and only at a later stage 
did the inland-bound expansion in the Southeast Asian archipelago take re-
course to means of military conquest.9 More offensive and outright ‘orthodox’ 
forms of an Islamic identity seem to have established themselves in Southeast 
Asia with the beginning ‘globalization’ of Islam in the late nineteenth century. 
Amongst other factors, the pilgrimage to Mecca, now available to much larger 
groups than in the centuries before, led to a higher degree of religious and also 
ideological mobilization.10

 Humphrey J. Fisher, a specialist of Islam in Africa, has proposed a model 
rather similar to the Southeast Asian type, stating a sequence of Islamic ex-
pansion with the three periods of quarantine – mixing – reform. In the first 
period of quarantine, Islam in a certain region is almost exclusively represented 
by Muslims from outside, sometimes refugees and others, but most common-
ly merchants and learned men. There are hardly any converts. In the second 
phase, during the phase of mixing (which is also the phase of mass conversion) 
multiple forms of contact of Islam with the previous religion(s) are prominent. 
This state of religious ambiguity comes to an end with the period of reform in 
which orthodox forms of Islam are established and enforced.11 

The case of South Asia is a particularly illuminating one worthy of compari-
son with the Ottoman conquest of the Balkans. As in the case of the Balkan 
Muslims, the question of how Islam expanded and how women and men in 
South Asia became Muslims is of immediate relevance for the present debates 
on the ‘legitimacy’ of the Muslims in today’s India and beyond. And as in the 
Balkans, the establishment of Islam in South Asia owes in principle to military 
ventures. We need only mention the military expansion of the Ghaznavids in 
the eleventh and twelfth centuries and Babur’s conquest of northern South 

 8 Jerry H. Bentley, Old World Encounters. Cross-Cultural Contacts and Exchanges in Pre-Modern 
Times, (New York et al.: Oxford University Press, 1993), pp. 127–129.

 9 H.J. de Graaf, ‘South-East Asian Islam to the Eighteenth Century’, in: The Cambridge Histo-
ry of Islam, vol. 2: The Further Islamic Lands, Islamic Society and Civilization, edited by Peter 
M. Holt / Ann K.S. Lambton / Bernard Lewis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1970), pp. 123–154.

 10 William R. Roff, South-East Asian Islam in the Nineteenth Century, in: Holt et al., Further 
Islamic Lands, pp. 155–181 (pp. 172f.).

 11 H.J. Fisher, “Conversion Reconsidered: Some Historical Aspects of Religious Conversion in 
Black Africa”, in: Africa. Journal of the International African Institute 43 (1973): pp. 27–40, 
(p. 31).
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Asia in the 1520s.12 Nevertheless, the theory of Islam as the ‘religion of the 
sword’ cannot explain the nature of the presence of Islam in South Asia, since it 
would imply that those regions were most deeply islamized where the power of 
Islamic dynasties was strongest. In fact, the degree of Islamization is strongest 
at the fringes of South Asia, i.e. in Punjab (present-day Pakistan) and Bengal 
(present-day Bangladesh), reaching up to 90% and more, whereas in the former 
centers of Islamic rule such as Delhi the percentage of Muslims is no higher 
than 10–15. “In other words, in the subcontinent as a whole there is an inverse 
relationship between the degree of Muslim political penetration and the degree 
of Islamization.”13 
 Richard Eaton, in his The Rise of Islam and the Bengal Frontier, shows that 
the first reliable census, from 1872, indicated the highest rate of Islamization 
in eastern Bengal, western Punjab, the Northwest Frontier Region and Baloch-
istan. Whereas the high degree of Muslims in the regions of today’s Pakistan 
(western Punjab, the Northwest Frontier Region and Balochistan) may easily 
be explained by their proximity to the thoroughly Islamized regions of Iran and 
Central Asia, the high rate of Muslims in eastern Bengal must be attributed to 
other reasons. Richard Eaton convincingly shows that Islam in eastern Bengal 
– and indeed in South Asia as a whole! – has to be explained as a fringe phe-
nomenon, i.e. Islam could take firm roots only in those regions which had not 
been deeply imbued by Hindu culture.14

 Whereas in both South Asia and the Balkans the importance of military ex-
pansion is obvious and debates on Islam relating to the question of identity are 
somehow comparable, the patterns of Islamization do differ starkly in both areas. 
Eaton’s concept of Islam in South Asia as a ‘fringe phenomenon’ does not fit the 
Ottoman case at all, since the core area of the Ottoman Empire is clearly those 
regions that had been conquered before 1451 – western Anatolia and the south-
eastern parts of the Balkans. There, the Muslims represented a clear majority.15 

 12 I.H. Qureshi, ‘Muslim India Before the Mughals’, in: Holt et al., Further Islamic Lands, pp. 
3–34; idem, ‘India under the Mughals’, in: Holt et al., Further Islamic Lands, pp. 35–66.

 13 Richard M. Eaton, The Rise of Islam and the Bengal Frontier, 1204–1760 (Berkeley et al.: Uni-
versity of California Press, 1993), p. 115. – In opposition to Eaton’s thesis of a largely peaceful 
Muslim expansion in Bengal, Peter van der Veer stresses the role of the gazi as warring sufi in 
South Asia – a phenomenon that would disappear only with the final establishment of British 
colonial rule in the nineteenth century; Peter van der Veer, Religious Nationalism: Hindus and 
Muslims in India (Berkeley et al.: University of California Press, 1994), p. 34.

 14 Eaton, The Rise of Islam and the Bengal Frontier, pp. 265, 269, 309, 313.
 15 Kiel, Incorporation of the Balkans, p. 156: “[…] yet we can at least conclude for now that the 

land to the east of the line from Nikopol (Nikopolis, Niğbolu) on the Danube to Kavala on 
the Aegean, and most of the southern half of Macedonia was, until 1912, at least as ‘Turkish’ 
as most of Anatolia.”

Maurus Reinkowski



51

Ottoman institutions in this core area were rooted most deeply.16 It is also obvi-
ous that the case of an initially almost imperceptible expansion of Islam such as in 
Southeast Asia is not compatible with the Ottoman case. If the Ottoman Empire 
were to be judged according to a scale ranging from peaceful to forced expansion, 
it would have to be situated very clearly on the latter. None of the four main 
routes of Ottoman expansion, the European, the Anatolian-Caucasian, the Arab 
and the Mediterranean, can be attributed exclusively to the more or less peaceful 
spread of Islamic networks. Yet, Fisher’s model of three steps, quarantine – mixing 
– reform, has many aspects in common with Ottoman realities, in particular the 
second period of mixing.

OTTOMAN CONQUEST AND ISLAMICATE EXPANSION

The existence of syncretistic cultures and blurred religious boundaries in Ana-
tolia and the Balkans notwithstanding, the Ottoman expansion fits neatly into 
the model of the post-Mongolian conqueror states, with a strong portion of 
religious ‘leniency’, i.e. pragmatism, but also with a high potential for mili-
tary aggression, drawing on various sources of legitimation, including imperial 
tradition and religious ideology.17 In today’s research on Ottoman expansion, 
however, the military conquest-orientated aspect is very much attenuated and 
there is a firm stress on the paradigm of Ottoman pragmatism – religious, po-
litical and otherwise. In recent decades Wittek’s thesis has obviously emigrated 
from Ottoman studies and found its home in other habitats such as today’s 
djhad or anti-terrorism literature. Arnold’s thesis, although not explicitly con-
cerned with the Ottoman Empire, has found wide acceptance in today’s histo-
ry-writing of the Ottoman Empire.

This shift of attitude is not limited to Ottoman studies. André Wink, a his-
torian of South Asia, has noted a general tendency of present scholarship in the 

 16 According to Klaus Kreiser, ‘Über den ‘Kernraum’ des Osmanischen Reiches’, in: Die Türkei 
in Europa, edited by Klaus-Detlev Grothusen (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1979), 
pp. 53–63, (pp. 53 ff ), one might take the density of pious foundations (vakf ) as a crite-
rion for the definition of an Ottoman ‘core area’. – The economic historian Şevket Pamuk 
applies the criterion of an Ottoman monetary system and again concludes that the Balkans, 
together with western & central Anatolia, were the core area of the Ottoman Empire, Şevket 
Pamuk, ‘The Ottoman Monetary System and Frontier Territories in Europe, 1500–1700’, 
in: Ottoman Borderlands: Issues, Personalities, and Political Changes, edited by Kemal Karpat 
/ Robert Zens (Madison, WI: The University of Wisconsin Press ,2003), pp. 175–182, (pp. 
177, 179). 

 17 Linda Darling, “Reformulating the Gazi narrative: When was the Ottoman state a Gazi 
State?”, in: Turcica. Revue d’Etudes Turques 43 (2011): pp. 13–53 (p. 18).
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Anglo-American academe to depict Islam in South Asia as “mystical and inclu-
sive rather than Mecca-oriented, prophetic and exclusive. Sidestepping military 
history, it focuses above all on peaceful conversion, on Sufism, and on cultural 
syntheses of Indian art and literature with Islamic elements.”18 Wink goes even 
further to say that “recent scholarship in America (as well as elsewhere) on 
the Indo-Islamic world has produced a thoroughly sanitized perspective from 
which virtually all conflict is purged – except conflict generated by the West.”19

 Even if one shares Wink’s observations, one has to be aware of the thorny 
issue of the term ‘Islam’, which tends to obfuscate our understanding of fun-
damental issues of Islamic history. The question of the nature of the expansion 
of the Islamic world is inherently connected with the question of what ‘Islam’ 
actually represents. Of all “the world’s religious traditions the Islamic would 
seem to be the one with a built-in name”,20 raising problems of terminology 
such as differentiating between religious and socio-political aspects. We simply 
seem to have no word at our disposition other than ‘Islam’ when we want to 
speak about manifestations of Islamic societies and cultures. In order to avoid 
the conflation of everything related to Muslims and Islam as ‘Islam’, Marshall 
Hodgson proposed – with some lasting success – the adjective ‘Islamicate’ and 
the noun ‘Islamhood’.21 Hodgson wanted thus to enable us to speak about all 
those aspects of the Muslim world that are related to the history, culture, and 
economy of Muslims without having to refer again and again to the concept of 
‘Islam’, so heavily burdened with religious-normative implications.22 
 Besides being beware of these pitfalls and fundamental problems of speak-
ing in an appropriate way about Islamicate history, one must discuss where the 
limits might be transgressed in the way of over-contextualizing military ambi-
tion and its ideological-religious justification, which is often qualified or even 
glossed over it. 

In recent decades historical research on the Ottoman Empire has shown 
convincingly that Wittek’s gazi theory unduly forced the evidence. Rhoads 

 18 Andre Wink, Perspectives on the Indo-Islamic World. Second Annual Levtzion Lecture, delivered 
2 April 2006 at Tel Aviv University (Jerusalem: The Nehemia Levtzion Center for Islamic 
Studies, 2007), p. 4. 

 19 Wink, Perspectives on the Indo-Islamic World, p. 8.
 20 Wilfred Cantwell Smith, The Meaning and End of Religion (London: SPCK, 1978) (first 

published 1962), p. 80.
 21 Marshall Hodgson, The Venture of Islam: Conscience and History in a World Civilization, 3 

vols. ) Chicago, IL et al.: University of Chicago Press, 1974). 
 22 See also Bruce B. Lawrence, ‘Genius Denied and Reclaimed: A 40-Year Retrospect on Mar-

shall G.S. Hodgson’s The Venture of Islam’, in: Marginalia. A Los Angeles Review of Books 
Channel. 11 November 2014, accessed on 15 February 2015 at: http://marginalia.lare-
viewofbooks.org/retrospect-hodgson-venture-islam/.
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Murphey, in his Ottoman Warfare, argues that for the Ottomans religion was 
largely a secondary. As the Ottoman army comprised the most heterogeneous 
elements, in particular many converts who had recently proclaimed their con-
fession as Muslims, religion and ideology were subordinated to social and oth-
er concerns. In brief, to take djhad as an all-encompassing reason for warfare 
would be misleading, since “the guiding principles for an empire which, by 
1500, had come to assume such global proportions were tolerance, pragma-
tism and stability.”23 Murphey rightly draws our attention to the fact that mil-
itary motivation was not predominantly religious – or that, religious factors 
could at least coexist easily with more mundane motivations. As a second 
example: as everywhere, not only in the Mediterranean and the Middle East, 
business could easily take precedence over religion. Palmira Brummett has 
rightly drawn our attention to the nature of the Ottoman Empire as a ‘mer-
chant state’, emphasizing this aspect over its belligerence: “Religion was a mo-
bilizer of popular sentiment, a legitimizer of kingly commands, a customary 
tool for insulting rivals for political and economic sovereignty. [...] Thus, the 
Ottoman naval operations in the Indian Ocean and Persian Gulf after the con-
quest of Cairo were neither purely defensive nor purely a manifestation of gazi 
impulses. This is not to discount religion, Islam or Christianity, as a significant 
cultural force in the articulation of empire. It is rather to say that drawing the 
historiographic battle lines as religious boundaries obscures commercial and 
political motivation.”24 A third example: in general, we have to be aware of the 
fact that the concomitance of eruptions of violence and established routines 
of living side by side was a common pattern in the pre-modern world. “Vio-
lence was a sacred and systemic aspect of the coexistence of the majority and 
minorities. Convivencia was predicated upon violence; it was not its peaceful 
antithesis.”25 
 Critical discussion of the importance of religious motivation, emphasizing 
commercial interests, overriding ideological-religious concerns and making 
ourselves aware of the ubiquity of violence are important contributions to a 
more detached and objective description of historically convoluted constella-
tions, including the issue of the expansion of empires. What is problematic, 
however, is the act of interpreting Ottoman expansion only from the posterior 
viewpoint of later centuries of more or less peaceful forms of convivencia and 

 23 Rhoads Murphey, Ottoman Warfare, 1500–1700 (New Brunswick NJ: Rutgers University 
Press, 1999), pp. 26, 30, 143, 155; citation on p. 144.

 24 Palmira Brummett, Ottoman Seapower and Levantine Diplomacy in the Age of Discovery (New 
York: State University of New York Press, 1994), pp. 143f, 173.

 25 David Nirenberg, Communities of Violence: Persecution of Minorities in the Middle Ages 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996), p. 245.
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thus, by systematically using the ‘neutral’ and ‘physical’ term of ‘expansion’, 
tending to disregard the disruptive and devastating aspects of Ottoman con-
quest.26

 In the recent Cambridge History of Turkey it is correctly argued that Otto-
man conquests must be contextualized in the overall process of Ottoman ex-
pansion and a centuries-long presence in the Balkans: “[...] expansion must be 
measured in terms of tranquility, conversions or settled tax status as much as in 
terms of force of arms.”27 It is argued, furthermore, that the Ottoman Empire 
tied in with existing ‘cultures of violence’ and power relations: “Much of the 
conquered European territory was already accustomed to evolving rule, with 
a combination of local strongmen, assemblies of notables, and larger princes 
ruling from a distance and launching periodic invasions. The Ottomans did 
not break that mode of existence; rather they adapted it to their own system, 
manipulating local rule through backing or withdrawing support from notables 
and princes.”28 It is again correct to stress that there was no clear-cut divide 
between the Ottomans as alleged outsiders on the one hand and all the other 
participants as ‘legitimate competitors’ on the other.29 What is largely missing 
in these contributions, however, is the simple statement that the Ottoman con-
quests in the Balkans were, in intermittent phases, repeatedly violent, killing 
tens of thousands of peoples and causing enormous losses of livelihood. By 
interpreting the phases of conquest by the ex post fact of an indeed legitimate 
rule of the Ottomans over the Balkans during the subsequent centuries, histo-
riography of the Ottoman Empire comes dangerously close to the Ottomans’ 
strategies of self-legitimization. 
 The Ottomans themselves stressed their belligerence. The self-image of the 
Ottomans as a conquering empire may have also been strengthened by the lack 

 26 See a series of articles, the titles of which all feature the term ‘expansion’, in: The Cambridge 
History of Turkey, vol. 2: The Ottoman Empire as a World Power, 1453–1603, edited by Surai-
ya N. Faroqhi / Kate Fleet (Cambridge et al.: Cambridge University Press, 2013): Palmira 
Brummett, ‘Ottoman Expansion in Europe, ca. 1453–1606’, pp. 44–73; Ebru Boyar, ‘Ot-
toman Expansion in the East’, pp. 74–140; Kate Fleet, ‘Ottoman Expansion in the Mediter-
ranean’, pp. 141–172; Salih Özbaran, ‘Ottoman Expansion in the Red Sea’, pp. 173–201. – 
See also Kiel, Incorporation of the Balkans, with the curious variation of ‘Ottoman Expansion 
into the Balkans’ in the headline on the right-hand side.

 27 Brummett, Ottoman Expansion in Europe, p. 49. 
 28 Brummett, Ottoman Expansion in Europe, p. 63.
 29 Fleet, Ottoman Expansion in the Mediterranean, pp. 147 f. – Matschke, a historian of the 

Byzantine Empire, with an otherwise clearly visible anti-Ottoman attitude, concedes that the 
local Byzantine-Christian populations saw in the Christian crusader campaigns (Nicopolis 
1396, Varna 1444 etc.) an attempt to enforce papal religious supremacy and Latin political 
hegemony; Klaus-Peter Matschke, Das Kreuz und der Halbmond. Die Geschichte der Türken-
kriege (Düsseldorf, Zürich: Artemis & Winkler, 2004), p. 150. 
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of a convincing descent from a religiously or historically important lineage. The 
Ottomans, as one of the major post-Mongol dynasties, were more dependent 
on military success as a central tenet of their legitimacy than the Safavids and 
the Mughals: “[…] the Ottomans, who could not claim descent from a famous 
conqueror or renowned ruling dynasty, gradually accumulated a charisma of 
success, while the Safavids, and especially the founder Isma’il, possessed the 
charisma of religious sanctity, and the Mughals – as they so often reminded 
themselves – enjoyed the charisma of dynastic prestige.”30 Furthermore, the 
early Turkic Muslims, in whose tradition the Ottomans also stood, probably 
did not understand gaza “in Islamic legal scholars’ terms but as a new name for 
the raiding unconverted Turkic tribesmen engaged in and for their old image 
of heroism”,31 and, as such, “the ghaza would become a leitmotif in the Turks’ 
reimagining of themselves in Islamic terms and in giving them a sense of com-
mon purpose that transcended tribal difference.”32

THE OTTOMAN CONQUESTS IN THE BALKANS  
AND THE MASHREQ

One may observe that – amongst the manifold theatres of conquest in Ana-
tolia, Southeastern Europe, in the Ottoman-Iranian borderlands and in the 
Eastern Arab world (Mashreq) – the case of eastern Anatolia is more similar 
to Ottoman expansion in the Balkans than the case of the Mashreq. In both 
regions, the Balkans and eastern Anatolia, we are faced with an ethnic shatter 
zone.33 Furthermore, in both of these regions, Ottoman conquest was a gradual 
process, accompanied by the simultaneity of conviviality and fierce conflict. 
Upon closer inspection however, some differences come to the fore: In the case 
of eastern Anatolia we are faced with a kind of ‘reconquest’ by the Ottoman 
state, in the opposite direction to the first westward wave of Turkic conquest 

 30 Stephen Frederic Dale, The Muslim Empires of the Ottomans, Safavids, and Mughals (Cam-
bridge et al.: Cambridge University Press, 2010), p. 50. – In the following centuries the 
Ottomans based their legitimacy inter alia on the astonishing longevity of the empire. For 
an overview of Ottoman strategies of fostering the dynasty’s legitimacy, see Hakan Karateke, 
‘Legitimizing the Ottoman Sultanate: A Framework for Historical Analysis’, in: Legitimizing 
the Order: The Ottoman Rhetoric of State Power, edited by Hakan Karateke (Leiden: Brill, 
2005), pp. 13–52.

 31 Carter Vaughn Findley, The Turks in World History (Oxford et al.: Oxford University Press, 
2005), p. 65.

 32 Findley, The Turks in World History, p. 58.
 33 On the use of the term ‘shatter zone’, see Ger Duijzings, Religion and the Politics of Identity 

in Kosovo (London: Hurst, 2000), pp. 9 f.
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of Anatolia from the eleventh century onwards. As in the Balkans, expansion 
in eastern Anatolia led to the clash with the Safavids, who, like the Habsburgs, 
proved a powerful adversary.34 Questions of religious propaganda were visible in 
relationships with the Safavids – on both sides: “Hamza Saru Görez, one of the 
eminent religious scholars of the period, issued a fetva defining the supporters 
of Isma’il as ‘infidels and heretics’, a description also applied to those who sup-
ported them, declaring it a duty and an obligatory act ‘to destroy and disperse 
them’.”35 Under the Safavid Shah Tahmasp (reigned 1524–76), the “ritual curs-
ing of these Caliphs [i.e. the first three Caliphs, Abu Bakr, Umar and Uthman] 
was ordered to take place in mosques and public places throughout Iran and 
was enforced to some degree, by roving bands of religious inspectors.”36 In the 
treaty of Amasya in 1555, the victorious Ottomans demanded that the Safavids 
suppress the cursing of the first three Caliphs and Aisha, a stipulation that was 
renewed in the Ottoman-Safavid treaty of 1590. Besides the enormous strain 
on the Ottomans’ resources and the massive logistical problems connected with 
warfare beyond Eastern Anatolia, the Ottomans shied away from ‘religious 
wars’ with the Safavids, with incalculable consequences for the social fabric of 
the Anatolian population.37

 The Mamluks also regarded Eastern Anatolia as their sphere of interest, thus 
“[...]..) conflict with the Mamluks, despite initial cordial relations, was inev-
itable.”38 Indeed, there had been battles and conflicts between the Ottoman 
Empire and the Mamluks in eastern Anatolia in the fifteenth century. Per-
haps the most important amongst the various Ottoman campaigns against the 
Mamluks was that of Bayezid II (reigned 1481–1512) in the years 1485–91, 
this war ending with a treaty that confirmed the status quo before the war. But 
the military campaigns of Selim I ‘Yavuz’ (‘the Stern’, reigned 1512–20) in the 
Mashreq very clearly were not primarily the consequence of a clash of interests 
in the region of eastern Anatolia; they were an outright military venture intend-
ed to acquire huge new territories for the Ottoman state that were to change 
fundamentally the demographic, religious, political and economic setup of the 
empire. Comparing the Ottoman conquest of the Balkans and the Mashreq 
means examining two cases for the sake of differentiation. One may elucidate 
this argument by elaborating in some detail on three aspects: (a) time, (b) con-
tinuity vs. rupture and (c) conversion and religious identity.

 34 Brummett, Ottoman Expansion in Europe, p. 45.
 35 Boyar, Ottoman Expansion in the East, p. 107. 
 36 Dale, Muslim Empires, p. 90.
 37 Murphey, Ottoman Warfare, p. 173.
 38 Boyar, Ottoman Expansion in the East, p. 90.
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(a) Time

The Ottoman expansion in the Balkans took place over an extended period and 
in an environment which had never been exposed to Islamicate institutions. In 
contrast, the Ottoman conquest of the major parts of the Eastern Arab world 
meant the incorporation of core regions of the Muslim world since the sev-
enth century and it was completed in a very short period during one military 
campaign in 1516–17 under Sultan Selim I, in connection with four major 
battles at Marj Dabiq (in the vicinity of Aleppo) on 24 August 1516, at Khan 
Yunus, close to Gaza, on 21 December 1516, at al-Raydaniyya, in the vicinity 
of Cairo, on 22 January 1517 and finally at Giza on 27 March 1517. The two 
later battles of 1517 in Egypt brought about the complete military defeat and 
the collapse of the Mamluk state and the irreversible seizure of Mamluk lands 
by the Ottoman empire.39 One may add that not all of the Ottoman posses-
sions in the Mashreq were as easily acquired as Bilad al-Sham (Greater Syria) 
and Egpyt. Iraq, incorporated into the Ottoman Empire at a later stage, in the 
1530s, under Süleyman the Magnificent (reigned 1520–66), continued to be 
an area contested with Iran until the final Ottoman conquest of Iraq in 1638. 
Yemen was conquered from the 1530s onwards, only to become lost again in 
the 1630s. But the overall picture of an enormously effective and swift conquest 
of Greater Syria and Egypt remains – with a lasting Ottoman presence in the 
core regions of the Mashreq until the end of World War I.

(b) Continuity vs. Rupture

What we had characterized in the introduction as the poles of a ‘negative’ and 
‘positive’ interpretation concerning Islamicate expansion in general is repeated 
on a more local scale concerning the Ottoman conquests in the Balkans. The 
catastrophe theory is represented by, amongst others, the Bulgarian histori-
an Hristo Gandev, who argued in 1972 that 40 per cent of the pre-Ottoman 
population were erased – through deportation, enslavement, killing and forced 
conversion.40 Other historians, such as Konstantin Jireček (1854–1918), Nico-
lae Iorga (1871–1940) or İsmail Hakkı Uzunçarşılı (1888–1977), have put for-
ward, in varying versions, a ‘blessing theory’, stressing how much the Balkans 

 39 Benjamin Lellouch / Nicolas Michel, ‘Introduction: Les échelles de l‘événement’, in: Con-
quête ottomane de l’Égypte (1517): arrière-plan, impact, échos, edited by Benjamin Lellouch et 
al. (Leiden: Brill, 2013), pp. 1 f.

 40 Hristo Gandev, Bŭlgarskata narodnost prez 15i vek. Demografsko i etnografsko izsledvane [The 
Bulgarian Nationality in the Fifteenth Century. A Demographic and Ethnographic Study], Sofia 
1972, as discussed by Anton Minkov, Conversion to Islam in the Balkans. Kisve Bahası Peti-
tions and Ottoman Social Life, 1670–1730 (Leiden et al.: Brill, 2004), p. 30.
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profited from the Ottoman conquest.41 The ‘classical modern approach’, para-
digmatically represented by Halil İnalcık, argues “that the Ottoman conquest 
was a gradual process, which was not driven by ‘lust for booty’ or by the will of 
the sultan.” Nevertheless, as Anton Minkov rightly argues, “we can speak of the 
Ottomans ‘liberating’ Balkan peasants from their lords and ‘lightening’ their 
taxation burden only in the sense that, in being freed from unproductive labor, 
peasants had more time to invest in their farms.”42

 In the case of the Mashreq, different camps of interpretation are formed by 
the conflicting schools of nationalist historiography. Respected Arab historians 
of the older generation could not help but criticize the Ottoman neglect of 
the Arab provinces: “Throughout their rule, the Ottomans starting as ghazis 
(frontier-warriors for the faith) were very much involved in European politics, 
both as conquerors and losers, to the extent that not a single sultan ever went 
on the pilgrimage to the Hijaz despite the care and the protection they gave 
to the pilgrimage. To the Arab Muslims, the sultan was omnipotent but not 
omnipresent.”43 

 In international academe today, the major dividing lines concerning the in-
terpretation of the Ottoman conquest and subsequent rule of Egypt and beyond 
are to be found between the two schools of the ‘Mamlukists’ and ‘Ottoman-
ists’. The Mamlukists stress the continuity, particularly in Egypt, of the large 
households, owners of large estates and military units with the pre-Ottoman 
Mamluks. The Ottomanists on the other hand tend to stress the incorporation 
of Ottoman Egypt into the larger Ottoman context.44 Indeed, the Mamluk elite 
was integrated to a large extent into the local Ottoman administration. This 
fusion of an Ottoman-Mamluk elite continued through the centuries. Ehud 
Toledano states for the nineteenth century that the Ottoman-Mamluk-Egyp-
tian elite was imperial, universal and orientated towards Istanbul, but was also 
anchored in the major urban centers of Alexandria and Cairo.45 “They spoke 

 41 Minkov, Conversion to Islam in the Balkans, pp. 31–32, citing the following works: Konstan-
tin Jireček, Geschichte der Bulgaren, Prague 1876, pp. 284–296; idem: Geschichte der Serben, 
Gotha 1911, pp. 379–381; Nicolae Jorga, Histoire des états balkanqiues, Paris 1925, p. 25; 
İsmail Hakkı Uzunçarşılı, Osmanlı Tarihi, Ankara 1947. 

 42 Minkov, Conversion to Islam in the Balkans, p. 32–33.
 43 Abdul-Karim Rafeq, The Arab States and Their Ottoman Heritage, in: Die Staaten Südost-

europas und die Osmanen, edited by Hans G. Majer (München: Südosteuropa-Gesellschaft, 
1989), pp. 333–353, (p. 349).

 44 Klaus Kreiser, Christoph K. Neumann, Kleine Geschichte der Türkei (Stuttgart: Philipp Rec-
lam jun., 2003), p. 112. 

 45 Ehud Toledano, ‘Forgetting Egypt’s Ottoman Past”, in: Cultural Horizons. A Festschrift in 
Honor of Talat S. Halman, edited by Jayne L. Warner (Syracuse, N.Y.: Syracuse University 
Press, 2001), pp. 150–167 (p. 165).
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Ottoman Turkish, their outlook was formed in an Ottoman administrative and 
military tradition, they dressed and behaved as their counterparts in Istanbul, 
identified with the empire, but were totally loyal to the house of Muhammad 
Ali [...].”46 Indeed, the house of Muhammad Ali (who ruled over Egypt in the 
years 1805–1848 in different official functions), which was finally abolished in 
1953, may be regarded as the last ‘Ottoman dynasty’ – surviving the Ottomans 
for three decades. 
 Ami Ayalon supposes that Selim I spared the Mamluks because of (1) the 
extreme expansion of the Ottoman territory’s overstretching the empire’s re-
sources, and also its administrative manpower, (2) the Safavids’ looming large 
as a military menace, (3) the presence of the Portuguese in the Red Sea re-
gion and (4) the continuing Frankish presence in the Eastern Mediterranean. 
But Ayalon further argues that it was above all the cultural proximity of the 
Mamluks to the Ottomans that made them acceptable to the new rulers: “Of 
all the military elements which they subdued in their far flung drive into the 
Islamic countries, the Mamlūks were the most suitable for incorporation in the 
Ottoman army, because of their warlike ability, the common origin of the mil-
itary slave systems in the two empires and the Turkish dialect spoken by those 
Mamlūks […].”47 Mamluk administrative personnel installed by the Ottomans 
in Syria was erased by Süleyman I, quite obviously because of Syria’s being 
strategically more exposed to (potential) enemies of the Ottoman empire.48 On 
the whole, however, we may describe the Ottoman conquest of the Mashreq as 
a kind of ‘internal regime change’ among Muslim dynasties, meaning a much 
less decisive transformation than the Ottoman conquest meant for the Balkans. 

(c) Conversion & religious identity

A substantial appreciation of the Ottoman conquest of the Balkans and the 
Mashreq is only possible in a broader temporal framework, particularly when it 
comes to the effect of religious identity and conversion. But from the outset we 
have to be aware that to “engage in discussion about belief, conviction, or reli-
gious identity in a secular age of postmodern scepticism is already fraught with 

 46 Ehud Toledano, ‘Social and Economic Change in the ‘Long Nineteenth Century’’, in: The 
Cambridge History of Egypt, vol. 2: Modern Egypt, from 1517 to the End of the Twentieth Cen-
tury, edited by M. W. Daly (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), pp. 252–284, 
(p. 264).

 47 David Ayalon, ‘The End of the Mamlūk Sultanate (Why did the Ottomans spare the Mam-
lūks of Egypt and wipe out the Mamlūks of Syria?)’, in: Islam and the Abode of War. Military 
Slaves and Islamic Adversaries, edited by David Ayalon (Aldershot: Variorum, 1994), pp. 
125–148 (p. 127) [first published in: Studia Islamica 65 (1987): pp. 125–148].

 48 Ayalon, The End of the Mamluk Sultanate, p. 134.
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infinite hazards, not least of which is the absence of an adequate vocabulary or 
language.”49 What we all certainly know in principle, namely that the military 
conquest of Muslim armies or the spreading of networks of Muslim merchants 
is only a first and preliminary step towards what one can conceive as the more 
thorough process of ‘Islamization’, we tend to forget in the everyday business of 
historiography. A vivid example for this act of negligence is a CD-Rom version 
of Hugh Kennedy’s The Cambridge Historical Atlas of Islam.50 When the CD 
is inserted, the automatic introduction shows the spread of Islam through the 
centuries as if a huge bucket of green color were spilt over large parts Africa and 
Asia, sparing only some small islands. Obviously, the spread of Islam is defined 
here by the date of battles and conquests of towns, implying that with the ar-
rival of the Muslim rulers the lands became Muslim too. Richard Bulliet, in his 
seminal Conversion to Islam in the Medieval Period, has shown however that the 
peak of conversion in Iran was reached around 200 years after the conquest, 
and in the central Arab lands (such as Syria) even later.51

 We are also aware that the process of conversion is a protracted one, remi-
niscent of Humphrey J. Fisher’s second phase of ‘mixing’. We are aware of the 
manifold phenomena of ‘syncretism’, recently replaced by more fashionable 
terms such as ‘border zone’, ‘contact zone’, ‘shatter zone’, and ‘liminality’.52 

Syncretism may be regarded as a lubricating grease that allowed conversion 
processes to proceed smoothly. One should, however, be aware of the pitfalls 
of the term. Syncretism had to be defined by external actors, i.e. by religious 
authorities. Although today it is the scholars who assume this role of authority, 
attempts to systematize syncretism have not proven very successful.53 Further-
more, by attributing ‘syncretism’ to all conversion processes that are not easily 
understandable, one tends to turn the concept into a kind of all-purpose expli-
cator.54 

 49 Gauri Viswanathan, Outside the Fold. Conversion, Modernity, and Belief (Princeton NJ: Princ-
eton University Press, 1998), p. XIV.

 50 Hugh Kennedy, The Cambridge Historical Atlas of Islam (Leiden: Brill, 2002). 
 51 Richard Bulliet, Conversion to Islam in the Medieval Period. An Essay in Quantitative History 

(Cambridge MA, London: Harvard University Press, 1979). 
 52 Dominique-Silan Khan, Crossing the Threshold. Understanding Religious Identities in South 

East Asia (London, New York: I.B. Tauris, 2004), p. 5.
 53 See for example the theoretically ambitious, but ultimately unconvincing systematization 

attempted by Carsten Colpe, ‘Syncretism’, in: The Encyclopedia of Religion, edited by Mircea 
Eliade (New York et al.: Macmillan, 1987), vol. 14, pp. 218–227; and idem, ‘The Phenome-
non of Syncretism and the Impact of Islam’, in: Syncretistic Religious Communities in the Near 
East, edited by Krisztina Kehl-Bodrogi et al. (Leiden et al.: Brill, 1997), pp. 35–48.

 54 See for this problematic approach the otherwise highly illuminating study of Bentley, Old 
World Encounters, pp. viii, 15 f, 19, 62, 76, 100.
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 Scholars have employed various ingenious terms to describe this state of 
in-betweenness. Kemal Kafadar has coined the apt term of metadoxy for Ana-
tolia, “a state of being beyond doxies, a combination of being doxy-naive and 
not being doxy-minded, as well as the absence of a state that was interested in 
rigorously defining and strictly enforcing an orthodoxy.”55 Ger Duijzings has 
labelled Kosova a shatter zone: “Therefore, instead of perceiving Kosovo as Al-
banian ‘ethnic’ territory, I rather prefer to see it historically as an ethnic shatter 
zone, largely the product of incorporation into the Ottoman state, which em-
braced and preserved a great variety of ethnic and religious groups.”56 One may 
also recall the many cases in the Balkans of ‘crypto-religious groups’ living in a 
rural environment and being scattered over large areas. When observers com-
ing from outside described certain parts of the rural population as ‘crypto-re-
ligious’, they may have provided us with mere ‘snapshots’ of the middle stage 
of a long and drawn-out transition to a complete Muslim identity. The only 
difference between an incomplete process of conversion and the existence of a 
crypto-religious group would then be that in the one case we are cognizant only 
of the result, that is, the state of completed conversion, whilst in other cases cer-
tain stages of transition are historically visible, so that we speak of ‘crypto-Jews’ 
and ‘crypto-Christians’. Two historians of the Balkans, Georg Stadtmüller and 
Stavro Skendi, have even gone so far as to claim that everywhere in the Balkans 
where conversion to Islam took place one would have been able to find cryp-
to-religious groups.57

 The main period of conversion to Islam in the Balkans was in the late six-
teenth and the seventeenth centuries. In the fifteenth century, the percentage 
of those having converted to Islam was no more than 2.5 per cent, rising in the 
period 1520–1530 to 20 per cent of the population.58 It was “the seventeenth 
century, when the rural population began to embrace Islam extensively, that 
may be deemed as the Balkan ‘age of conversions’.”59 The time lag in the Otto-
man Balkans between conquest and the peak of conversion thus corresponds 
very well with Richard Bulliet’s observations on the process of conversion in 
Persia. One of the major peculiarities of the Ottoman Balkans, however, is that 
“the process of Islamization had either stopped or was about to stop in most 

 55 Cemal Kafadar, Between Two Worlds: The Construction of the Ottoman State (Berkeley et al.: 
University of California Press, 1995), p. 76.

 56 Duijzings, Religion and the Politics of Identity in Kosovo, p. 9.
 57 Georg Stadtmüller, ‘Die Islamisierung bei den Albanern’, in: Jahrbücher für die Geschich-

te Osteuropas 3 (1955): pp. 404–429, (p. 406); Stavro Skendi, Crypto-Christianity in the 
Balkan Area under the Ottomans, in: Slavic Review. American Quarterly of Soviet and East 
European Studies 26.2 (1967): pp. 227–246, (p. 246). 

 58 Minkov, Conversion to Islam, pp. 40–41
 59 Minkov, Conversion to Islam, p. 109.
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of the Balkans by the end of the first quarter of the eighteenth century”.60 This 
clear difference to the set pattern in the core regions of the Islamicate world is 
possibly due to the impact of rising European dominance and the Ottoman 
Empire’s integration into a large globalizing European economy in the modern 
period.61

 The Mashreq, on the other hand, had become a Muslim core area centuries 
before the Ottoman conquest. Christian, Jewish and other minorities, most of 
them Arabic-speaking, had attained a stable status as dhimmi groups within 
the dominant Muslim society. In the major cities of the Arabic-Muslim world 
“urban Christians and Jews had adapted to being governed by Muslim legal 
norms and categories. In the process, they assimilated the social distinctions 
and boundaries imposed by an Islamic world-view, as well as its language, as 
their own”.62 Again, in this respect, the argument of an internal regime change 
is convincing. The Ottoman rulers seamlessly continued with a policy of Sunni 
supremacy, tending to suppress only deviant groups within the Muslim com-
munity.63

CONCLUSION

When comparing the Ottoman conquest of the Balkans and the Mashreq one 
might expect that such a contrasting examination of the scholarly literature 
would not only help us address the vexing question of to what extent the Bal-
kan and Arab regions were concomitant and mutual parts of the Ottoman 
Empire, but also provide a deeper insight into how historical research on the 
Mashreq world weighs the effects of the‘rupture’ brought about by Ottoman 
conquest (which is quite obvious in the case of the Balkans). One would also 
expect to gain a better understanding of to what extent the factor of ‘religion’ 
was intrinsic to Ottoman expansion and rule. The results, however, seem to be 
rather inconclusive.
 What we can state clearly is that the Balkan experience is more representa-
tive of the pervasive characteristics of Islamicate expansion on a global scale. 
The Ottoman conquest of the Balkans was a protracted process of expansion, 

 60 Minkov, Conversion to Islam, p. 60.
 61 Minkov, Conversion to Islam, p. 198, argues that economic reasons may have been decisive: 

A new class of successful Christian merchants emerged that no longer considered conversion 
to Islam economically rewarding.

 62 Bruce Masters, Christians and Jews in the Ottoman Arab World. The Roots of Sectarianism 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), p. 5.

 63 Stefan Winter, ‘The Kızılbaş of Syria and Ottoman Shiism’, in: The Ottoman World, edited 
by Christine Woodhead (London et al.: Routledge, 2012), pp. 171–183. 
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with a distinct temporal gap between conquest and institutionalization of rule, 
including the phenomena of mixing, long drawn-out processes of conversion 
and ‘Islamization’. We also observe, as in many other regions of Islamicate ex-
pansion, the simultaneity of violence and forms of conviviality (syncretism, 
sharing certain religious practices). One might thus argue that the Ottoman 
conquest of the Mashreq in the years 1516–17 is useful as a contrastive type: a 
conquest within a clearly limited time span based on a clearly defined number 
of sweeping battlefield victories. The character of an internal ‘regime change’ 
stands out clearly. The Ottoman conquest of the Arab lands, undertaken in 
the format of a large ‘imperial campaign’, enriches our understanding, but it is 
certainly not a valid ‘counter model’ to the Ottoman conquest of the Balkans.
 Fred Donner, in his work on the early Muslim conquests, presents in the 
introduction various theories about the initial phase of the rise and expansion 
of the Islamic community from the 630s onwards. The theories presented run 
the gamut from ‘deterministic’ to ‘accidentalistic’ interpretations. Whereas Le-
one Caetani in 1911 saw the early Islamic military campaigns motivated by a 
drought in Arabia, George-Henri Bousquet argued in 1956 that the important 
factor was religious commitment, “for even those lured on by promises of boo-
ty became caught up in the religious enthusiasm of the new faith once on the 
battlefield.”64 Francesco Gabrieli again drew our attention to the fact that after 
the ridda wars, i.e. the wars against those who had defected from Islam after 
Muhammad’s death in 632, Arabia “was seething with arms and armed men: 
the victors, no less than the vanquished, needed an outlet for their surplus en-
ergies […]”.65 On the whole, having reviewed the extant literature on the early 
Islamic conquests, Donner notes a “general lack of consensus over the nature 
and causes of the Islamic conquest movement”,66 and has to conclude that “the 
true causes of the Islamic conquests – current in the minds of men – will prob-
ably remain forever beyond the grasp of historical analysis”.67

 There is no reason to be so fatalistic when it comes to the historical analy-
sis of the Ottoman conquests. Given the far greater amount of sources, writ-
ten from multifold perspectives, we know a lot more about the nature of the 
Ottoman expansion than about that of the very early Islamic conquests. It is 
remarkable however that not only has the Ottoman conquest of the Mashreq 

 64 Fred McGraw Donner, The Early Islamic Conquests (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1981), p. 5.

 65 Donner, Early Islamic Conquests, p. 6.
 66 Donner, Early Islamic Conquests, p. 7.
 67 Donner, Early Islamic Conquests, p. 271.
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drawn little attention – compared to the case of the Balkans –,68 but scholars 
have never taken the case of the Mashreq into consideration when trying to 
develop an overall model for explaining Ottoman ‘modes of conquest’. Models 
of explanation for the nature of Ottoman conquest are still largely developed 
using the example of the Balkans. Historiography once again follows the Otto-
man example: We see here a further striking example of the overall tendency for 
the precepts of Ottoman political thought to be predicated on the experiences 
in the Balkan regions.

 68 The collective volume by Benjamin Lellouch / Nicolas Michel, Conquête ottomane de l’Égypte, 
being a major exception and thus also an important improvement.
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The Human Cost of Warfare:  
Population Loss During the Ottoman Conquest  
and the Demographic History of Bulgaria in the  

Late Middle Ages and Early Modern Era

G r i g o r  B o y k o v

INTRODUCTION

Hardly any other period in the entire history of the Balkans raises as much 
scholarly controversy and debate as the time of the Ottoman conquest of the 
region. Although these events took place more than half a millennium ago, 
they still have a powerful influence over the hearts and minds of people in the 
Balkans. The history of the fall of the medieval Christian Balkan states still 
remains extremely emotionally loaded and sparks deep sentiment, because al-
most without exception the foundations of national mythology of the Balkan 
nations are built around an anti-Turkish or anti-Ottoman discourse. Therefore, 
instead of presenting concepts derived on the basis of objective analysis of the 
sources at hand, scholarly discussions in the past quite often reflected the po-
litical fashion of the day and were largely fueled by national sentiment, thus 
marginalizing genuine academic dispute. Moreover, the historical narrative of 
the Ottoman conquest of the Balkans appears to be even further confused by 
the “traditional” split between scholars trained in Byzantine, Slavic or Ottoman 
studies. Examining the period in accordance with their own methodological 
tools and perceptions, different disciplines have produced parallel accounts of 
identical events, or, more accurately, of very similar processes that not only did 
not match, but also often greatly differed from one another. When one adds 
to this picture the output of national Balkan historiographies, which almost 
unanimously portrayed the loss of sovereignty as the greatest threat ever posed 
before the very existence of the Christian nations in the Balkans, the extremes 
in evaluating the history of the Ottoman conquest of the Balkans become ac-
centuated on account of the loss of valuable pieces of reliable information that 
became blurred out in the general picture of these vibrant times.       
 The idea that scholars trained in Byzantine, Ottoman, and Slavic studies as 
well as archeologists must join efforts and expertise in producing a more balanced 
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and reliable account of the Ottoman conquest of the Balkans is not unique. 
Recent decades have witnessed a number of cases in which such cooperation 
brought encouraging results that had a sensitive impact on a particular academ-
ic field. However, the pioneering efforts in combining the expertise of scholars 
from different disciplines do not predate the late 1970s, when Harvard Univer-
sity’s Dumbarton Oaks and the Center for Byzantine Studies at the University 
of Birmingham initiated a study group that focused on the period of transition 
between the Byzantine and the Ottoman Empires.1 In more recent times, cooper-
ation between scholars studying the history of the Balkans has expanded even fur-
ther in demonstrating the enormous potential of a collective effort while studying 
the past of the region.2 An increasing number of scholarly initiatives universally 
seek to bypass the established disciplinary limitations by creating study groups, 
formed by researchers from diverse academic backgrounds, thus prospectively 
compensating for the inevitable shortcomings of a single-disciplinary approach.3 
Nonetheless, taken beyond the realm of ideologically charged discourse, to a large 
extent the general theme of the Ottoman conquest of the Balkans is yet to be 
studied in sufficient depth. The contribution intended by the present volume 
clearly demonstrates the presence of numerous lacunae that academic research 

 1 The proceedings of the innovative workshop held in Washington D.C. in May 1982 were 
collected in the seminal volume edited by Anthony Bryer and Heath Lowry, Continuity 
and Change in Late Byzantine and Early Ottoman Society (Birmingham: The University of 
Birmingham Centre for Byzantine Studies; Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks Research 
Library and Collection, 1986). 

 2 One such admirable effort in combining methodology used in different fields with regard 
to population estimates is Reconstructing the Past: Population Trends in Mediterranean Eu-
rope (3000 B.C.–A.D. 1800), edited by John Bintliff and Kostas Sbonias (Oxford: Oxbow, 
1999). A Historical and Economic Geography of Ottoman Greece: the Southwestern Morea in 
the 18th Century, edited by Fariba Zarinebaf, John Bennet,  and  Jack L. Davis (Princeton, 
NJ: American School of Classical Studies at Athens, 2005) can be recommended as a good 
interdisciplinary effort, covering smaller territory, but in much greater detail. 

 3 While interdisciplinary research is an established trend in modern Humanities and examples 
are abundant, I would like to take the opportunity to mention the latest contributions of 
the study group at the University of Sofia that I am privileged to be a part of. Moreover, 
the initial idea for the conference that took shape in the present volume was born after a 
thought-provoking lecture delivered by Prof. Oliver Jens Schmitt at the Seminar for Region-
al History at the University of Sofia. See for instance Power and Influence in South-Eastern 
Europe, 16th–19th Century, edited by Maria Baramova, Plamen Mitev, Ivan Parvev and Vania 
Racheva (Berlin: Lit, 2013); Bordering Early Modern Europe, edited by Maria Baramova, 
Grigor Boykov, and Ivan Parvev (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2015); Social Network-
ing in South-Eastern Europe, 15th–19th Centuries, edited by Maria Baramova, Grigor Boykov, 
and Ivan Parvev (Berlin: LIT, forthcoming); From War to Peace: The Ottoman ‘Long War’ of 
1683–1699 with the Lega Sacra Powers and Treaties of Carlowitz 1699, edited by Colin Hey-
wood and Ivan Parvev (Leiden–New York–Köln: E. J. Brill, forthcoming).
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must fill before an unbiased, balanced, and conclusive account of the Ottoman 
conquest of the Balkans can take a more definitive shape.    
 The demographic history of the Balkans at the eve of the conquest and during 
the subsequent years of Ottoman domination, which forms the focus of this 
paper, was probably one of the most fiercely debated and controversial topics 
in the related scholarship during the second half of the twentieth century. The 
seemingly irreconcilable views of scholars from different backgrounds originate in 
the definitive nature of the results which their research had to provide. Because of 
relying on scholarly or even scientific methods in making population estimates, 
the outcome offered by the historians dealing with the demographic history of 
the early Ottoman Balkans stands almost unchallengeable, unless one is willing 
to undertake literally the same research in order to verify the results or juxtapose 
them with completely different sources and methodology. As if to complicate the 
matter even further, it is difficult to perceive with full confidence the demograph-
ic data and its interpretations offered by most pioneering works as an outcome of 
unbiased and purely academic analysis. On the contrary, it seems quite plausible 
that a profound political message was encoded in many of the scholarly publica-
tions examining the demographic processes in the Ottoman Balkans. 
 This paper has a manifold purpose. Firstly, by accentuating on some of the 
dominant works that focused on the historical demography of the Balkans in 
the period in question it aims to illustrate that their general conclusions were 
strongly influenced, to say the least, by the politics of the day, while the target 
audience also went far beyond purely academic circles. Secondly, the present 
contribution is an attempt to briefly evaluate the main sources for the historical 
demography of the Balkans of the late Middle Ages and Early Modern period, 
thus proposing a strategy with the potential to underpin successful research. 
Lastly, it offers my speculative views on the general population figures of fif-
teenth-, sixteenth- and to seventeenth-century Ottoman Bulgaria. In spite of all 
the inevitable shortcomings of the data presented in the paper, it will hopefully 
demonstrate the degree of achievable accuracy in population estimates in the 
period and can possibly offer the necessary quantitative basis for further demo-
graphic studies of the entire Ottoman Balkans.  

MAJOR TRENDS IN THE DEMOGRAPHIC HISTORY  
OF THE OTTOMAN BALKANS

The demographic situation of the Balkans at the eve of the Ottoman conquest 
is shrouded in obscurity. The lack of reliable sources from the period that allow 
population reconstructions make the general demographic publications that 
deal with the late-medieval Balkans sporadic, as their conclusions and the data 
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they present can only be regarded as tentative and somewhat speculative.4 The 
uncertainty regarding general population figures in the pre-Ottoman Balkans 
leaves a great deal of room for diverse interpretations of the demographic con-
sequences and changes that took place after the conquest. Historiographical 
traditions that examine the demographic changes in the Ottoman Balkans, a 
reflection of a multitude of nuanced publications, each with their own particu-
larities, can be provisionally grouped in three major currents that differ accord-
ing to the aspects of the Ottoman conquest to which they give preference and 
which they chose to highlight. 

Briefly, historians from the first group, who can be labeled proponents of 
the “catastrophic concept”, tend to regard the Ottoman conquest of the Bal-
kans as a highly destructive wave that swept away almost everything that stood 
on its way. The local Christian population was enslaved and put to the sword en 
masse as the survivors were forced to seek refuge in the mountains, thus leaving 
the fertile lands of the open plains to the conquerors. Although it is apparent 
that this apocalyptic concept of the dramatic loss of local population accompa-
nying the Ottoman conquest is a nineteenth-century construct of the emerging 
Balkan nationalist historiography, it is not without its advocates today and has 
proponents in every local history tradition. In its most extreme version, the fact 
that the Ottoman invasion had catastrophic consequences for the autochtho-
nous population was “proven” in a scholarly publication in the 1970s by the 
Bulgarian historian Hristo Gandev.5 Based on original Ottoman documents, 
namely sources that seemingly can be used for reliable quantitative analysis and 
therefore giving credibility to the conclusions, the author argued that in the 
course of the Ottoman conquest only the Bulgarian nation lost, i.e. was killed, 
enslaved, deported to Anatolia, the victims numbering 680,000 of a total fif-
teenth-century Bulgarian population of 890,000.6 If Gandev’s figures are taken 
as trustworthy, one must inevitably conclude that the Ottoman conquest of 
Bulgaria was indeed accompanied by the severe destruction of the settlement 

 4 Colin McEvedy and Richard Jones, Atlas of World Population History (New York: Penguin, 
1978), pp. 110–114; Norman John Greville Pounds, An Historical Geography of Europe 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), p. 220; Josiah Cox Russell, “Population 
in Europe 500–1500”, in Carlo M. Cipolla, ed., The Fontana Economic History of Europe, 
Vol. 1, The Middle Ages (New York: Barnes and Noble Books, 1976), pp. 25–71; idem, “Late 
Medieval Balkan and Asia Minor Population”, Journal of the Economic and Social History of 
the Orient 3:3 (1960): 265–274.

 5 Hristo Gandev, Bălgarskata narodnost prez 15 vek. Demografsko i etnografsko izsledvane (Sofia: 
Nauka i izkustvo, 1972). A revised version of the volume was published in English, Hristo 
Gandev, The Bulgarian People During the 15th Century: A Demographic and Ethnographic 
Study (Sofia: Sofia-Press, 1987).    

 6 Gandev, Bălgarskata narodnost, pp. 117–131.
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network and a full-scale demographic catastrophe. At this point only personal 
taste and stretch of the imagination determine the extent to which the picture 
of mass destruction in Bulgaria can be projected over the entire Balkans. 

The apparent ideological coverage of Gandev’s monograph, which well suit-
ed the then Bulgarian government’s campaign against the Muslim minorities of 
the country, is easily perceivable. Moreover, a dreadful methodological mistake 
in the use of the Ottoman sources in this publication compromises all popula-
tion figures presented by the author. Gandev’s chief methodological mistake lies 
in his treatment of the Ottoman administrative term mezraa (a field under cul-
tivation or a large farm with no permanent settlement),7 which he chose to in-
terpret as a Christian village destroyed by the Ottomans during the conquest.8 
Nevertheless, in spite of these obvious shortcomings, the catastrophic theory 
was welcomed in political circles in Bulgaria, and hence a new “revised” edition 
of the book appeared as late as 1989.9 The thesis of the full-scale demographic 
catastrophe was embraced in several later scholarly publications, but more im-
portantly it was also adopted in a large number of popular writings, which are 
more likely to have an impact on public opinion.10 The political program fuel-
ing the “catastrophic concept” of the Ottoman conquest of the Balkans is quite 
obvious; therefore the theory can hardly be regarded as a genuinely academic 
product.11 The extreme conclusions of the proponents of the devastating char-

 7 Halil İnalcık, An Economic and Social History of the Ottoman Empire, vol. 1 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997), pp. 162–167; İlhan Şahin, “Mezraa”, in Türkiye Diyanet 
Vakfı İslâm Ansiklopedisi, vol. 29, pp. 546–548. 

 8 Gandev’s error was noted by other Bulgarian historians and his concept was severely criti-
cized. Strašimir Dimitrov, “Mezrite i demografskija kolaps na bălgarskata narodnost prez XV 
v.”, Vekove 6 (1973): 50–65; Vera Mutafčieva, “Za točnite metodi v oblastta na istoričeskata 
demografija. Njakoi beležki vărhu metodikata v dve novi monografii”, Istoričeski Pregled 4 
(1973): 134–141. Cf. Gandev’s reply to the criticism, Hristo Gandev, “Vărhu metodičeskite 
văprosi, svărzani s knigata ‘Bălgarskata narodnost prez XV vek”, Istoričeski Pregled 6 (1973): 
91–102; idem, “Teorija i izsledovatelska praktika v istoričeskata demografiya,” Vekove 1 
(1975): 56–67. Among recent critics of Gandev is Evgeniy Radušev, “Demografski i etnore-
ligiozni procesi v Zapadnite Rodopi prez XV–XVIII vek. Opit za preosmisljane na ustojčivi 
istoriografski modeli”, Istoričesko Bădešte 1 (1998): 46–89. 

 9 Hristo Gandev, Bălgarskata narodnost prez 15 vek. Demografsko i etnografsko izsledvane (Sofia: 
Nauka i izkustvo, 19892). The English version of Gandev’s monograph was released two 
years earlier. 

 10 Petar Petrov, Sădbonosni vekove za bălgarskata narodnost: kraja na XIV vek-1912 g. (Sofia: 
Nauka i izkustvo, 1975); idem, ed., Po sledite na nasilieto: dokumenti i materiali za nalagane 
na isljama, vols. 1–2 (Sofia: Nauka i izkustvo, 1987–88); idem, ed., Pet veka pod jatagana i 
korana: Dokumenti i materiali za isljamizacija i asimilacija na bălgari (kraja na XIV-1912 g.), 
vols. 1–3 (Sofia: Universitetsko izdatelstvo “Sv. Kliment Ohridski”, 2012). 

 11 For a critical overview of some concepts of Balkan nationalist historiography, including the 
catastrophic consequences of the conquest, see Antonina Zhelyazkova, “Islamization in the 
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acter of the conquest, however, appeared to be advantageous for their natural 
opponents and were conveniently used by the historians of the second group.    
 The second major group of researchers examining the demographic history 
of the Balkans stands in opposition to the extreme theses of Balkan nationalist 
historiographies. Nevertheless, its members seem to oppose the rather politically 
driven conclusions of the Balkan historians with similarly politically inspired ar-
gumentation, stressing the mass Turkish migration into the Balkans and portray-
ing the Ottoman sultans as almighty rulers who basically not only influenced the 
demographic processes in the Balkans, but also had the full capacity to control 
and direct them in accordance with their personal will or needs.12 It is somewhat 
ironic that the advocates of the “Turkish” concept tacitly embrace the unfounded 
conclusions of the “catastrophists”, which present the post-conquest Ottoman 
Balkans, or at least their eastern parts, as almost emptied of their autochthonous 
population. Without necessarily accentuating the notion that the hypothetical 
lack of population was due to supposedly very violent warfare waged by the sul-
tans against the late medieval Balkan states, Ömer Lütfi Barkan and his Turkish 
colleagues argued that virtually all Muslims in the early Ottoman Balkans were 
ethnic Turks who were settled there by the Ottoman rulers.13 Disregarding the 
role of religious conversion almost completely, the Turkish historians attributed 
to these Anatolian colonists a major role in the process of reestablishing urban 
and rural life in the allegedly devastated and depopulated Balkans.14 The political 

Balkans as a Historiographical Problem: the Southeast-European Perspective”, in The Ot-
tomans and the Balkans: a Discussion of Historiography, edited by Fikret Adanır and Suraiya 
Faroqhi (Leiden–Boston–Köln: Brill, 2002), pp. 223–265.

 12 Ömer Lütfi Barkan, “Quelques observations sur l’organisation économique et sociale des 
villes ottomanes des XVIe et XVIIe siècles”, Recueils de la Société Jean Bodin pour l’histoire 
comparative des institutions, vol. 7, La Ville 2: Institutions économiques et sociales (Bruxelles: 
De Boeck Université, 1955), 291. 

 13 Ömer Lütfi Barkan, “Tarihî Demografi Araştırmaları ve Osmanlı Tarihi,” Türkiyat Mecmuası 
10 (1951–1953): 1–26; idem, “Essai sur les données statistiques des registres de recensement 
dans l’Empire ottoman aux XVe et XVIe siècles”, Journal of the Economic and Social History of 
the Orient 1:1 (1957): 9–36; idem, “Research on the Ottoman Fiscal Surveys”, in Michael A. 
Cook, ed., Studies in the Economic History of the Middle East from the Rise of Islam to the Present 
Day (London: Oxford University Press, 1970), 163–171; idem, “Quelques remarques sur la 
constitution sociale et demographique des villes balkaniques au cours des XVe et XVIe siècles”, 
Istanbul à la jonction des cultures balkaniques, méditerranéennes, slaves et orientales, aux XVIe–XIXe 
siècles (Bucharest: Association Internationale d’ Études du Sud-Est Européen, 1977), 279–301.

 14 For instance, a good illustration is a co-authored paper in a special issue of the Indiana Uni-
versity-based International Journal of Turkish Studies, devoted to the Turks in Bulgaria, which 
was undoubtedly inspired by the then political developments in the communist country and 
the persecution of the Turkish minority. İlhan Şahin, Feridun Emecen, and Yusuf Halaçoğlu, 
“Turkish Settlements in Rumelia (Bulgaria) in the 15th and 16th Centuries: Town and Village 
Population”, International Journal of Turkish Studies 4:2 (1989): 23–40. The entire volume 
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message of promoting Turkishness pervading many of these academic publica-
tions is likewise easily perceivable. Often they appear to be a direct response to 
the extreme nationalistic views expressed by some Balkan and, more specifically, 
Bulgarian historians. What seems particularly intriguing in this case is the ability 
of Turkish national historiography to transform the anti-Turkish rhetoric of the 
Balkan nationalistic concept (i.e. the catastrophic impact of the conquest) into an 
idea that is beneficial to the Turkish side. Turkish settlers in the Balkans are por-
trayed as those who populated the deprived regions of the Balkans and respect-
ably established a Turco-Muslim tradition in virtually every sphere of human 
activities in the region. With the collapse of the regimes in ex-communist Balkan 
countries and the relative normalization of political relations between Turkey 
and its Balkan neighbors in the past two decades, the extreme proponents of the 
Turkish concept have given way to more moderate opinions, expressed on the 
basis of careful academic research. The current political situation, however, shows 
disturbing signs that powerful political figures and their visions can again have 
a dominant influence over a historiographical trend, emphasising the profound 
cultural change in the Balkans that followed the conquest.    
 The third group of scholarly publications dealing with demographic conse-
quences of the Ottoman conquest of the Balkans stands equally distant from the 
above mentioned two traditions. Indeed, one might speculate that it emerged 
from a desire to control the predictable consequences of the publications of the 
“catastrophists”. A number of publications by Nikolay Todorov and historians 
from his circle bitterly opposed the catastrophic thesis, seeing it as a concept 
that serves the Turkish national ideology well. It certainly opposed the idea that 
it was the Turks who repopulated the Balkans, thus bringing novelties not only 
in the population balance of the peninsula, but also in every sphere of life. On 
the contrary, this group of researchers tends to see a large-scale continuity of 
human existence and activities, including demographic processes, from the pe-
riod prior to the Ottoman conquest. Basing their argumentation on fifteenth- 
and sixteenth-century Ottoman archival sources, the advocates of the “continu-
ity thesis” tend to stress the predominantly Christian character of the Ottoman 
Balkans.15 Downplaying drastically the importance of Turkish colonization in 

of the journal was reprinted as a book, Kemal Karpat, ed., The Turks of Bulgaria: the History, 
Culture and Political Fate of a Minority (Istanbul: ISIS Press, 1990); İlhan Şahin, “XV. ve 
XVI. Yüz Yılda Sofya-Filibe-Eski Zağra ve Tatar Pazarı’nın Nüfus ve İskân Durumu”, Türk 
Dünyası Arıştırmaları 48 (1987): 249–256; Refet Yinanç, “Arşivlerdeki Tahrir ve Evkaf Deft-
erlerine Göre Bulgaristan’da Türk Varlığı”, in Bulgaristan’da Türkler Semineri II, 20–22 Mart 
1986 (Ankara: Ankara Üniversitesi Basımevi, 1986), 13–18.

 15 Nikolay Todorov, “Za demografskoto săstojanie na Balkanskija poluostrov prez XV–XVI 
vek”, Annuaire de l’Université de Sofia, Faculté de Philosophie et d’Histoire 53:2 (1959–1960): 
191–232; idem, “Turskata kolonizacija i demografskite promeni v bălgarskite zemi”, in Hris-
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the region and reducing it in scale to isolated cases of deportations of an ex-
clusively nomadic population, the supporters of this thesis argued that in spite 
of the violent nature of the conquest, the Balkans, as a whole, went through 
these turbulent times relatively unaffected.16 Moreover, in their perspective, the 
explanation for the presence of masses of Muslims in the Ottoman documents 
is not a result of colonization by ethnic Turks from Anatolia, as suggested by 
their Turkish opponents, but was due to a large-scale religious conversion of the 
local Balkan population.17 
 The political message encoded in the publications of those historians who 
propagated almost absolute continuity in the post-conquest Ottoman Balkans 
likewise seems quite obvious. More notably, by downplaying the Turkish col-
onization, these scholars explain the presence of millions of Muslims in the 
Balkans as a result of religious conversion, which was executed under direct or 
indirect pressure of the Ottoman government.18 Thus developing the idea of 
general forceful conversion in the Balkans under Ottoman rule, the proponents 
of the “continuity thesis” not only sought to elevate the role of Christians in 
Ottoman society, but unfortunately also paved the way for the repressive cam-
paign of the Bulgarian communist government in the late 1980s, which aimed 
at “restoring” the proper Christian names and identity of all Muslims in the 
country.
 This brief overview of the dominant trends in the historiography of the 
demographic consequences of the Ottoman conquest, as schematic and inac-
curate as it may be, aimed at a simple purpose, namely to highlight the deeply 
rooted interdependence between historical research and politics in the Balkans 
in the second half of the twentieth century. The close connection between 
scholarship and politics invites some serious reservations about the reliability 
of the conclusions offered by any of the sides in the debate. In light of this, the 

to Gandev, ed., Etnogenezis i kulturno nasledstvo na bălgarskija narod (Sofia: Bălgarska Aka-
demiya na Naukite, 1971), pp. 69–76. 

 16 Strašimir Dimitrov, “Etničeski i religiozni procesi sred bălgarskata narodnost prez XV–XVII 
v.”, Bălgarska etnografija, vol. 1 (Sofia: Bălgarska Akademija na Naukite, 1980), 16–34; 
idem. “Kăm demografskata istoriya na Dobrudža prez XV–XVII v.”, Izvestija na bălgarskoto 
istoričesko družestvo 35 (1983): 27–61. 

 17 Nikolay Todorov, “Po njakoi văprosi na balkanskija grad prez XV–XVII v.”, Istoričeski Pregled 
1 (1962): 32–58; idem, Balkanskijat grad XV-XIX vek: socialno-ikonomičesko i demografsko 
razvitie (Sofia: Nauka i izkustvo, 1972). A supplemented version of his monograph also 
appeared in English. Nikolai Todorov, The Balkan City 1400–1900 (Seattle: University 
of Washington Press, 1983). Strašimir Dimitrov, “Za priemstvenostta v razvitieto na Bal-
kanskite gradove prez XV–XVI vek”, Balkanistika 2 (1987): 5–17. Mariya Todorova and 
Nikolay Todorov, “Problemi i zadači na istoričeskata demografija na osmanskata imperija”, 
Balkanistika 2 (1987): 18–46.  

 18 This thesis was severely criticized by Zhelyazkova, “Islamization in the Balkans”.  
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question of the true human cost of the Ottoman conquest of the Balkans and 
the subsequent demographic development of the peninsula, as important as it 
may be from an academic point of view, regretfully still remains unsatisfactorily 
answered. One of the major pitfalls of many of the studies to date is their failure 
to comprehend that the Ottoman conquest was not static, but was rather a con-
tinuous process which lasted for well over a century. Moreover, the accounting 
for demographic changes that took place between two points in time requires 
relatively accurate data at least for the starting and end points of the period 
under study, as the period itself must not be too long. None of these conditions 
seem to be fulfilled by the historiography to date, as readers are often confront-
ed with conclusions based on guesswork for time-point A and speculation as to 
time-point B, which is sometimes stretched over such a long period that natural 
demographic trends could have shifted several times. Needless to say, this fact 
alone makes the final results and arguments quite dubious.   

RESEARCH STRATEGY AND METHODOLOGICAL NOTES  
FOR THE DEMOGRAPHIC HISTORY OF THE BALKANS  

UNDER OTTOMAN RULE

Every student of demographic history of the late-medieval and early Otto-
man Balkans who aims at pursuing independent, objective academic research 
inevitably faces several significant methodological limitations which must be 
taken into close consideration. Firstly, those who wish to examine the degree 
of destructiveness of the conquest and to account for the level of inevitable 
population loss accompanying any such military endeavor on a Balkan-wide 
scale must certainly consider very carefully the prolonged time span of the 
conquest. While the Ottomans first raided and seized Balkan territories in the 
mid-fourteenth century, their incursions towards the Central and Western Bal-
kans continued until the end of the fifteenth century and the first decades of 
the sixteenth century.19 In other words, this interval is long enough to allow a 

 19 A number of excellent publications discuss the confused chronology of the Ottoman conquests 
in the Balkans. They range from general works such as Halil İnalcık, The Ottoman Empire. 
The Classical Age 1300–1600 (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1973); Colin Imber, The 
Ottoman Empire, 1300–1481 (Istanbul: The Isis Press, 1990), Donald M. Nicol, The Last 
Centuries of Byzantium, 1261–1453 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 19932), John V. 
A. Fine, The Late Medieval Balkans: a Critical Survey from the Late Twelfth Century to the Otto-
man Conquest (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1987) to more specific publications 
focusing on particular regions, the most noteworthy of which are the more recent publications 
of Machiel Kiel, “The Incorporation of the Balkans into the Ottoman Empire, 1353–1453,” 
in Kate Fleet, ed., The Cambridge History of Turkey. Volume I: Byzantium to Turkey, 1071–1453 
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thorough shift of the general demographic trend of the region. Therefore, the 
fact that the Ottomans confronted completely different conditions in differ-
ent areas accounts for the presumption that the post-conquest demographic 
situation in these regions is likely to be closely dependent on pre-conquest 
conditions. 

Thus, for instance, the Ottoman attacks on Greece and Bulgaria took place 
in a period of what was probably an unprecedented population drop in the 
region.20 The exact impact of the Black Death on the Balkans still remains 
undefined, but an increasing number of publications demonstrate that the pen-
insula was not spared by the pandemic, which ravaged most of Europe only a 
few years before the Ottomans set foot on European soil.21 It seems that the 
parts of the peninsula most affected by the pestilence were the coastal towns 
and open plains of the eastern Balkans, i.e. the territories that faced the Otto-
man challenge first. If one takes into account the numerous local wars waged 
between Byzantines, Bulgarians, Serbs and Catalans in the area, along with 
two Byzantine civil wars preceding the conquest, one can assume that the Ot-

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), pp. 138–191; Heath W. Lowry, The Shaping 
of the Ottoman Balkans, 1350–1550: the Conquest, Settlement & Infrastructural Development of 
Northern Greece (Istanbul: Bahçeşehir University Publications, 2008). 

 20 By the end of the fourteenth century, all of medieval Bulgaria and most of modern Greece’s 
Thrace and Macedonia were conquered by the Ottomans. This was either a result of cam-
paigns initiated by the sultan, or a consequence of persistent raids and pressure on the part of 
the frontier lords in Ottoman service (akıncı ucbeyleri) like Evrenos Bey or the descendants 
of Köse Mihal, one of Osman Gazi’s closest war companions. Cf. Heath W. Lowry, “Early 
Ottoman Period”, in The Routledge Handbook of Modern Turkey, edited by Metin Heper and 
Sabri Sayarı (Abingdon–New York: Routledge, 2012), pp. 5–14. 

 21 Michael W. Dols, “The Second Plague Pandemic and Its Recurrences in the Middle East: 
1347–1894,” Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 22:2 (1979): 162–189, 
offers comparable figures for population loss in Europe, the Middle East, and the Bal-
kans. Nükhet Varlık, “Disease and Empire: A History of Plague Epidemics in the Ear-
ly Modern Ottoman Empire (1453–1600)” (Ph.D. diss., University of Chicago, 2008), 
pp. 10–61 covers the early period and contains some information on the period of the 
Ottoman conquest of the Balkans. Cf. also Idem. “New Science and Old Sources: Why 
the Ottoman Experience of Plague Matters,” in Monica H. Green, ed., Pandemic Disease 
in the Medieval World: Rethinking the Black Death, Inaugural double issue of The Medieval 
Globe 1 (2014): 193–227, Heath Lowry, “Pushing the Stone Uphill: The Impact of Bubonic 
Plague on Ottoman Urban Society in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries”, The Journal of 
Ottoman Studies/Osmanlı Araştırmaları 23:2 (2004): 93–132, Daniel Panzac, La peste dans 
l’Empire ottoman, 1700–1850 (Leuven: Peeters, 1985), passim, Bogumil Hrabak, “Kuga u 
balkanskim zemljama pod Turcima od 1450. do 1600. godine,” Istorijski glasnik 1–2 (1957): 
19–37, Hristo Matanov, “Čumni pandemii i istorija. Justinjanovata čuma i Černata smǎrt: 
dva povratni perioda na srednovekovnite Balkani”, in Civitas humano-divina v čest na prof. 
Georgi Bakalov, edited by Cvetelin Stepanov and Veselina Vačkova (Sofia: Tangra Tanakra, 
2004), pp. 339–347.
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tomans faced a model of a somewhat declining population in the eastern parts 
of the peninsula.

In contrast, a century later, when the invasion was directed toward the 
Central and Western Balkans, the conquerors were confronted with a com-
pletely different demographic situation. On the one hand, it appears that these 
parts of the peninsula were never as severely affected by the Black Death in the 
mid-fourteenth century as the eastern parts. On the other hand, by the time of 
the conquest the negative trend, if it ever existed there, must have been over-
turned and replaced by a steady growth, as was the case in many places in West-
ern Europe. If the territories taken in the sixteenth century are added to this 
picture, then the differences between eastern and western parts of the Balkans 
become even more apparent. Thus in all probability in the Central and Western 
Balkans the Ottomans were faced with an entirely different demographic situ-
ation, and therefore their means of influence over it were much more limited.         

The second important methodological point that one must bear in mind 
when studying the demographic consequences of the Ottoman conquest is that 
the Central and Western Balkans are in a far superior position for such quan-
titative analysis. Because they fell under Ottoman rule later, the late Middle 
Ages in these parts of the peninsula are better represented in terms of domestic 
sources that can provide an idea about the pre-Ottoman demographic situa-
tion. Furthermore, probably more importantly, the Ottoman sources that can 
provide data for the demographic history of the region were drawn up only 
a few years after the conquest, thus often presenting direct evidence for the 
changes that took place shortly after it.22 On the contrary, the eastern parts of 
the Balkans preserved less evidence about the pre-Ottoman population, Month 
Athos being a notable exception, while the earliest preserved Ottoman censuses 
are dated to between 50 and 60 years, in a few cases, and in most to 100–120 
years after the conquest of the area.23 Therefore, the task of a researcher at-

 22 The earliest preserved Ottoman register (1431) which covers parts of modern Albania is 
published by Halil İnalcık, Hicrî 835 Tarihli Sûret-i Defter-i Sancak-i Arvanid (Ankara: Türk 
Tarih Kurumu, 1954). Other Ottoman registers dating from the mid-fifteenth century are 
published by the ex-Yugoslavian orientalists: Hazim Šabanović, Krajište Isa-Bega Ishakovića: 
zbirni katastarski popis iz 1455. godine (Sarajevo: Orijentalni institut u Sarajevu, 1964); Ha-
mid Hadžibegić, Adem Handžić and Ešref Kovačević, transls. and eds., Oblast Brankovića: 
opširni katastarski popis iz 1455. Godine, vols. 1–2 (Sarajevo: Orijentalni institut, 1972); 
Ahmed Aličić, Turski katastarski popisi nekih područja zapadne Srbije XV i XVI vek, vol. 1 
(Čačak: Međuopštinski istorijski arhiv, 1984); idem, Poimenični popis Sandžaka vilajeta Her-
cegovina (Sarajevo: Orijentalni institut u Sarajevu, 1985); idem, Sumarni popis sandžaka Bos-
na iz 1468/69. godine (Mostar: Islamski Kulturni Centar, 2008) 

 23 More distant from the date of the conquest, the earliest Ottoman registers of the eastern 
part of the peninsula have generally been studied far less and are less well known. More-
over, unlike their counterparts in the Western Balkans, widely published in translation 
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tempting to observe the demographic changes in the Eastern Balkans after the 
conquest is much more unfavorable. The superiority of the Western Balkans in 
offering more information is also attested by the availability of Western sources 
covering some parts of the region. They can be extremely useful not only for 
ascertaining some demographic data, but also for checking the reliability of 
results based on Ottoman archival sources.24 
 In spite of the general validity of the two points made above, the demo-
graphic consequences of the conquest for a given region in the Balkans, be it 
eastern or western, can also differ according to the level of resistance that the 
Ottomans faced. Thus, regardless of the demographic trend of the time in 
some places, the conquest was accompanied by bitter confrontation and re-
lentlessly destructive warfare; one can therefore naturally expect that the pop-
ulation loss in such areas was much higher in comparison to other neighboring 
regions that were integrated less violently. Moreover, as a punitive measure 
and to avoid potential disobedience, in some instances the Ottomans removed 
the entire population of a resisting city or region, replacing it with Muslim 
Turkish colonists. This was for instance the case in Belgrade and some parts of 
Srem, whose residents were deported to Gallipoli and Istanbul on the arrival 

into modern language and therefore usable by a wider audience, the publications of reg-
isters of the eastern parts are scattered and unsystematic. Izvori za bălgarskata istoriya. 
Turski izvori za bălgarskata istorija, serija XV–XVI, vol. 2, edited by Nikolay Todorov and 
Boris Nedkov (Sofia: Bălgarska Akademija na Naukite, 1966) published some fragments 
from tahrir registers, housed in Bulgaria. Other samples of fifteenth-century registers for 
different regions were published by Dušanka Bojanić-Lukać, Vidin i Vidinskijat sandžak 
prez 15–16 vek: dokumenti ot arhivite na Carigrad i Ankara (Sofia: Nauka i izkustvo, 1975); 
Rumen Kovačev, Opis na Nikopolskija sandžak ot 80-te godini na XV vek (Sofia: Narodna 
Biblioteka Sv. Sv. Kiril i Metodiy, 1997). Recently, several early registers of the Eastern 
parts of the Balkans were published by Halil İnalcık, Evgeni Radushev and Uğur Altuğ, 
transls. and eds., 1445 Tarihli Paşa Livâsı İcmal Defteri (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu, 
2013). İnalcık also published the long-awaited earliest register after the fall of Constan-
tinople, Halil İnalcık, The Survey of Istanbul 1455 (Istanbul: Türkiye İş Bankası Kültür 
Yayınları, 2012). More than a dozen fifteenth-century Ottoman tahrir registers that cover 
the eastern part of the Balkans still await their publication. 

 24 For such a comparison between Ottoman and European sources and their use in demograph-
ic studies see Nenad Moačanin, “The Poll-Tax and Population in the Ottoman Balkans”, in 
Frontiers of Ottoman Studies: State, Province, and the West, edited by Colin Imber and Keiko 
Kiyotaki (London–New York: I. B. Tauris, 2005), pp. 77–89, idem. Slavonija i Srijem u 
razdoblju osmanske vladavine (Slavonski Brod: Hrvatski institut za povijest, 2001), passim; 
idem. Town and Country on the Middle Danube, 1526–1690 (Leiden–Boston: Brill, 2006), 
pp. 183–232, idem. “Do the 18th Century Cizye Registers in Comparison with the Earlier 
Inventories Make the Research of the Demographic Tendencies on the Balkans Easier?”, in Iz 
praktikata na osmanskata kancelarija, edited by Rumen Kovačev (Sofia: Narodna biblioteka 
“Sv. sv. Kiril i Metodiy”, 2011), pp. 165–170. 
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of Muslim settlers from the eastern parts of the Balkans.25 The anti-Ottoman 
post-conquest uprisings were generally suppressed in a particularly violent 
manner and could have resulted in drastic drops in population too. In this 
respect, the final two campaigns of Mehmed II, which crushed the resistance 
of Skanderbeg, may be an emblematic illustration of the Ottoman ability to 
disrupt the demographic processes in an entire region. The extremely violent 
march of the Ottoman army into Albania resulted in some places in popula-
tion losses of up to 75% of the entire population through the army’s laying 
waste to settlements and devastation.26  
 The fourth essential methodological issue that a student of demographic 
history of the early Ottoman Balkans cannot neglect is the reliability of the 
sources. The problem is twofold, since in order to place a veritable judgment 
about the human cost of the conquest one needs data for two time-points 
which are as close as possible to the events in question. While the difficulties 
finding quantitative information in pre-Ottoman sources are apparent, the Ot-
toman documentary sources, at first glance, are much more promising in their 
potential to deliver reliable demographic information. Upon closer inspection, 
however, the Ottoman registers appear to be much more complicated for direct 

 25 On the deportations of Serbs to Gallipoli see Feridun Emecen, “The History of an Early 
Sixteenth Century Migration – Sirem Exiles in Gallipoli”, in Hungarian-Ottoman Military 
and Diplomatic Relations in the Age of Süleyman the Magnificent, edited by Géza Dávid and 
Pál Fodor (Budapest: Lorand Eötvös University and Hungarian Academy of Sciences, 1994), 
pp. 77–91. More studies on the topic are collected and reprinted in Galipoljski Srbi: naselja, 
poreklo stanovništva, običaji, edited by Borisav Čeliković (Belgrade: Službeni glasnik, 2012). 
Deportation of the Muslim population westward is less known, but an increasing number of 
publications offer more evidence about it. There is no known source that explicitly specifies 
that Muslims from SE parts of the Balkans were deported westward, but the sudden unex-
plainable decrease of the Muslim population in several urban centers can plausibly testify 
to it. Several important towns such as Edirne, Filibe, Tatar Pazarcık, İpsala, Yenice-i Vardar, 
etc. lost a sizable portion of their Muslim communities in the late 1520s to early 1530s. For 
details, see Grigor Bojkov, Tatar Pazardžik ot osnovavaneto na grada do kraya na XVII vek. 
Izsledvania i dokumenti (Sofia: Amicitia, 2008), pp. 48–55, idem, “Mastering the Conquered 
Space: Resurrection of Urban Life in Ottoman Upper Thrace (14th–17th c.)” (Ph.D. diss., 
Bilkent University, 2013), 115–124, Heath Lowry and İsmail Erünsal, The Evrenos Dynas-
ty of Yenice Vardar: Notes & Documents (Istanbul: Bahçeşehir University Press, 2010), pp. 
120–122; Stefan Dimitrov, “Naselenie i selišhta v Sakar planina i prilezaštija i rajon prez XV–
XVI v.” (Ph.D. diss. Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, 2013), p. 102, Hristo Hristozov, “The 
Ottoman Town of İpsala from the Second Half of the 14th to the end of the 16th century”, 
in Cities in South Eastern Thrace: Continuity and Transformation, edited by Grigor Boykov, 
Ivaylo Lozanov and Daniela Stoyanova (Sofia: University of Sofia Press, forthcoming). 

 26 Oliver Jens Schmitt, Skanderbeg: der neue Alexander auf dem Balkan (Regensburg: Verlag 
Friedrich Pustet, 2009), pp. 101–102, idem. “Skanderbeg et les sultans: anatomie d’une 
rébellion contre l’Empire ottoman,” Turcica 43 (2011): 58–59. 
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use in demographic studies, and any conclusions based on their uncritical use 
in a Balkan-wide context can result in highly misleading conclusions. 

The Ottoman tax registers (tahrir defterleri) that appear to be the most suit-
able source for demographic history of the fifteenth and sixteenth-century Bal-
kans have long attracted scholarly attention. Many established scholars demon-
strated the general value of these sources for the demographic and social history 
of Southeastern Europe under Ottoman rule.27 A number of other publications 
also discussed in great analytical detail the shortcomings of the Ottoman tax 
registers and demonstrated the degree of their limitations when used for demo-
graphic history.28 

Bulgarian scholars also attempted to utilize the late fifteenth-century large 
synoptic registers of the poll tax (cizye) paid by the non-Muslims in the Otto-
man Empire for historical demography, but the problematic nature of these 
sources, which can result in misleading conclusions was demonstrated by Turk-

 27 See the publications of Barkan cited in note 12 and idem, “Türkiye’de İmparatorluk De-
virlerinin Büyük Nüfus ve Arazi Tahrirleri ve Hâkana Mahsus İstatistik Defterleri (I)”, 
İstanbul Üniversitesi İktisat Fakültesi Mecmuası 1 (1940): 20–59 and (II) 2 (1940): 214–247, 
Géza Dávid, “The Age of Unmarried Male Children in the Tahrir-Defters (Notes on the Co-
efficient)”, Acta Orientalia Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae 31:3 (1977): 347–357, Bistra 
Cvetkova, “Early Ottoman Tahrir Defters as a Source for Studies on the History of Bulgaria 
and the Balkans”, Archivum Ottomanicum 8 (1983): 133–213, Gyula Káldy-Nagy, “Der 
Quellenwert der Tahrir Defterleri für die osmanische Wirtschaftsgeschichte”, in Hans Georg 
Majer, ed., Osmanistische Studien zur Wirtschafts-und Sozialgeschichte. In Memoriam Vančo 
Boškov (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1986), pp. 76–83. Nicoară Beldiceanu and Irène 
Beldiceanu-Steinherr, “Règlement ottoman concernant le recensement (première moitié du 
XVIe siècle)”, Südost-Forschungen 37 (1978):1–40, published a detailed document, instruct-
ing how the registration was to be carried out. 

 28 Heath Lowry coined the term “defterology” and advanced the discussion on the reliability 
of the sources: Heath W. Lowry, “The Ottoman Tahrir Defterleri as a Source for Social 
and Economic History: Pitfalls and Limitations”, in idem, Studies in Defterology. Ottoman 
Society in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries (Istanbul: The Isis Press, 1992), pp. 3–18. 
For a recent overview of the field, see Suraiya Faroqhi, “Ottoman Population”, in The Cam-
bridge History of Turkey. Volume 2: The Ottoman Empire as a World Power, 1453–1603, ed-
ited by Suraiya Faroqhi and Kate Fleet (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 
pp. 356–403. Cf. also Mehmet Öz, “Tahrir Defterlerinin Osmanlı Tarihi Araştırmaların-
da Kullanılması Hakkında Bazı Düşünceler”, Vakıflar Dergisi 22 (1991): 429–439, Géza 
Dávid, “Tahrir Defterlerinin Neşri Hakkında Notlar,” Osmanlı Araştırmaları 13 (1993): 
45–48, Dariusz Kołodziejczyk, “The Defter-i Mufassal of Kameniçe from ca. 1681 – An 
Example of Late Ottoman Tahrir. Reliability, Function, Principles of Publication,” Osmanlı 
Araştırmaları 13 (1993): 91–98, Kemal Çiçek, “Osmanlı Tahrir Defterlerinin Kullanımın-
da Görülen bazı Problemler ve Metod Arayışları”, Türk Dünayası Araştırmaları Dergisi 
97 (1995): 93–111, Feridum Emecen, “Mufassaldan İcmale”, Osmanlı Araştırmaları 16 
(1996): 37–44; Metin Coşgel, “Ottoman Tax Registers (Tahrir Defterleri)”, Historical Meth-
ods 37:2 (2004): 87–100.
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ish historians.29 In a reply inspired by Todorov’s publication, Ömer Barkan 
underlined the limitations of the cizye registers, especially when used in their 
most condensed version, as Todorov had.30 The Turkish scholar raised several 
important points related to the poll tax registers from the fifteenth century 
that demonstrate the shortcomings of these sources. Barkan rightfully noted 
that these sources do not contain any information about the tax-payers who 
resided in territories controlled by the pious foundations (vakıf, pl. evkaf). In 
some regions, such as Bulgarian Thrace for instance, this was about half of the 
population, while in other places, such as Eastern Bulgaria (Aydos, Ahyolu, 
Karınabad, Varna), the entire population belonged to the estates of the large 
pious foundations. Therefore, the point raised by the Turkish scholar is far from 
being of minor importance. Furthermore, Barkan stressed the fact that it is 
not possible to define with any certainty how many individuals or families 
composed the basic fiscal unit (cizye hane) in these documents, and therefore 
their usage for demographic studies is very problematic and uncertain.31 In 
spite of their apparent shortcomings and inability to offer absolutely accurate 
demographic data, the large synoptic empire-wide poll tax registers from the 
last decades of the fifteenth century can provide a fairly realistic idea of Chris-
tian population density in the Balkans. With all due skepticism, following the 
conclusions in Todorov’s publications, one can quite confidently note that the 
density of the Christian population on the map of the late-fifteenth-century 
Balkans increases from east to west.32 This picture, as much as it lacks nuances 

 29 Todorov, “Za demografskoto săstojanie”. Later the document was published in translation 
in Bulgarian and in French. Nikolay Todorov, Asparuh Velkov, Situation démographique de 
la Péninsule balkanique (fin du XVe s.-début du XVIe s.) (Sofia: Editions de l’Académie bulgare 
des sciences, 1988).

 30 Ömer Lütfi Barkan, “894 (1488/1489) Yılı Cizyesinin Tahsilâtina ait Muhasebe Bilânçoları”, 
Belgeler 1:1 (1964): 1–119.

 31 Abundant information concerning the typology, structure and composition of the cizye reg-
isters is provided by Machiel Kiel, “Remarks on the Administration of the Poll Tax (Cizye) 
in the Ottoman Balkans and Value of Poll Tax Registers (Cizye Defterleri) for Demographic 
Research”, Études Balkaniques 4 (1990): 70–104. Cf. also Oktay Özel, “Avarız ve Cizye Deft-
erleri”, in Osmanlı Devleti’nde Bilgi ve İstatistik/Data and Statistics in the Ottoman Empire, 
edited by Halil İnalcık and Şevket Pamuk (Ankara: Devlet İstatistik Enstitüsü, 2000), pp. 
35–50. Cf. also general publications on the implementation of the poll tax in the Balkan 
provinces of the Ottoman Empire: Boris Nedkoff, Die Ǧizya (Kopfsteuer) im osmanischen 
Reich: mit besonderer Berücksichtigung von Bulgarien (Leipzig: Harrassowitz, 1942); Hamid 
Hadžibegić, “Džizja ili Harač”, Prilozi za Orientalnu Filologiju i Istoriju Jugoslovenskih Naro-
da pod Turskom Vladavinom 3–4 (1952–1953): 55–133; Halil İnalcık, “Djizya”, Encyclopedia 
of Islam2 vol. 2, pp. 559–566; Yavuz Ercan, “Osmanlı İmparatorluğu’nda Gayrimüslimlerin 
âit Ödedikleri Vergiler ve Bu Vergiler Doğurduğu Sosyal Sonuçlar,” Belleten 55:213 (1991): 
371–391. 

 32 Todorov, “Za demografskoto săstojanie”, 210–214. 

The Human Cost of Warfare



118

and as much its data must be perceived only as tentative, demonstrates that 
the major demographic trends of the pre-conquest Balkans are somewhat ade-
quately reflected in the Ottoman documentary sources. The Ottoman tax reg-
isters of all kinds, in spite of their limitations, are of indispensable value when 
one examines the displacement of the population as results of state-controlled 
deportations, external and internal migration, stability of the settlements net-
work, etc. It has already been mentioned that population and taxation registers, 
prepared under Venetian or Habsburg administration, are of great significance, 
but, likewise, when used for demographic purposes they are not without their 
problems and, most notably, they only cover some minor parts at the periphery 
of the peninsula, such as parts of the Peloponnesus, Dalmatia, or the Aegean 
islands.               

All that said, the chief question of this paper, namely whether a compre-
hensive account of the human cost of the Ottoman conquest of the Balkans is 
achievable, still remains unanswered. In my view, the current state of research 
hardly allows a relatively reliable assessment on a Balkan-wide scale. Anyone 
attempting such a general overview risks falling into the traps set by the prod-
ucts of national ideology, since the lack of sources and reliable population data 
are particularly suited for highly speculative concepts. In order that a relatively 
balanced and trustworthy picture of the demographic consequences of the Ot-
toman conquest is achieved, modern scholarship must be able to assemble all 
pre-Ottoman data that can provide any quantitative information. The Byzan-
tine and Slavic narrative sources are certainly of great importance, but probably 
of greater weight are the results from archaeological excavations and field sur-
veys.33 Juxtaposing the valuable archeological information regarding the medie-
val settlement networks and their durability with the earliest Ottoman registers 
of a given region can allow a cautious researcher to draw an even more cautious 
conclusion concerning the overall destructiveness of the conquest and its prob-
able claim of human life in this particular region. Such conclusions, however, 
are representative only for the given region under study. The fact that even in a 
limited, homogeneous territory the demographic consequences of the conquest 
can show great variation clearly suggests that results obtained for one region can 
hardly be used for illustration of the same processes in another.34 Thus, despite 

 33 For instance Andreas Zimmermann, Johanna Hilpert, and Karl Peter Wendt, “Estimations 
of Population Density for Selected Periods Between the Neolithic and AD 1800”, Human 
Biology. Special Issue on Demography and Cultural Macroevolution 81:2 (2009), 357–380 offer 
innovative methodology for population density estimates in periods that lack reliable source 
information. Certainly archaeology has many other tools that can provide some general pop-
ulation statistics. 

 34 One such example is provided by the territory of Upper Thrace in Bulgaria, where drastic 
demographic changes went accompanied continuity of existing settlement networks in a 
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the encouraging results of modern scholarship, the time when we will be able to 
offer a thorough and well-argued assessment of the human cost of the Ottoman 
conquest on a Balkan-wide scale still appears quite distant. 

This, however, certainly does not mean that modern scholarship should 
give up on this task, nor that a growing number of excellent informative and, 
most importantly, unbiased publications covering different parts of the Bal-
kans have not been published in recent years. On the contrary, the current 
tendencies in historiography give signs for great optimism and quite clearly 
pave the way for our better understanding of the Ottoman conquest in general 
and of the demographic changes it brought in particular. 35 This rather pro-

relatively small territory. See Grigor Boykov, “Balkan City or Ottoman City? A Study on 
the Models of Urban Development in Ottoman Upper Thrace 15th–17th c.”, in Proceedings 
of the Third International Congress on the Islamic Civilisation in the Balkans 1–5 November 
2006, Bucharest, Romania, edited by Halit Eren, Sadık Ünay (Istanbul: IRCICA, 2010), 
pp. 69–85 for the different trends in the demographic development of the major towns 
in the region. The eastern part, colonized almost entirely by Turkish nomads from Asia 
Minor, is examined in Milena Petkova-Encheva, “Poselištna mreža i găstota na naselenieto 
v Iztočnia djal na Trakijskata nizina prez părvata polovina na 16 vek (kazite Stara Zagora, 
Čirpan, Nova Zagora i Haskovo)”, in Etničeski i kulturni prostranstva na Balkanite. Sbornik 
v čest na prof. d.i.n. Cvetana Georgieva, vol. 1, edited by Svetlana Ivanova (Sofia: Universi-
tetsko izdatelstvo Sv. Kliment Ohridski, 2008), pp. 244–289. Central and western parts of 
the plain differed greatly from the eastern in regard to settlement patterns and preservation 
of pre-conquest villages – see Hristo Hristozov, “Demografski i etnoreligiozni procesi v ra-
jona na Asenovgrad prez XVI v.”, Istoričeski Pregled 3–4 (2012): 86–131; Damjan Borisov, 
“Kazata Tatar Pazară (Pazardžik) prez 1530 g.”, Istorija 22:4 (2014): 387–407. 

 35 The list of publications presented here is far from complete. It rather aims to list major 
recent publications related to the demographic development of the region in which pref-
erence is given to publications in non-Western languages, which are for this reason less 
well known. Above all, such a list of publications must begin with Machiel Kiel, who 
has been very productive, publishing more than 200 scholarly articles that deal with the 
demographic and architectural history of almost all parts of the Balkans. His latest views 
on the Ottoman conquest of the region, with clear reference to the important role of the 
Turkish element in the later period, are summarized in the overview mentioned above: 
Kiel, “The Incorporation of the Balkans into the Ottoman Empire”. Other noteworthy 
contributions among recent publications on the demographic history of the Balkans in 
the period in question are: Hristo Matanov, Văznikvane i oblik na Kjustendilski sandžak 
(XV–XVI vek) (Sofia: IF-94, 2000); Rumen Kovačev, Samokov i samokovskata kaza prez 
XVI vek, spored opisi ot istanbulskija osmanski arhiv (Sofia: Narodna biblioteka Sv. Sv. Kiril 
i Metodiy, 2001); Evgenij Radušev, Pomacite: hristijanstvo i isljam v Zapadnite Rodopi s do-
linata na r. Mesta, XV – 30-te godini na XVIII vek (Sofia: Narodna Biblioteka Sv. Sv. Kirill 
i Metodij, 2008); Ema Miljković-Bojanić, Smederevski sandžak 1476–1560: zemlja, naselja, 
stanovništvo (Belgrade: Istorijski institut, 2004); Ema Miljković and Alexandar Krstić, “Na 
raskršču dve epohe: kontinujitet i promene društvene structure u Braničevu u 15. veku”, 
Istorijski časopis 56 (2008): 279–304; Jelena Mrgić, Severna Bosna: 13–16. vek (Belgrade: 
Istorijski institut, 2008); Tatjana Katić, Opširni popis prizrenskog sandžaka iz 1571. godine 
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longed and uneasy path of knowledge passes through the necessity of a whole 
multitude of studies focused on particular regions of the Balkans. Ideally, these 
must be undertaken by teams of scholars, or by exceptional individuals, who 
can combine expertise in Byzantine, Slavic, and Ottoman studies and use it in 
conjunction with the achievements of archaeology – site excavations and field 
surveys. Only such regional studies can best overcome the methodological 
limitations and observe in detail the peculiarities of the demographic changes 
that took place during and after the Ottoman conquest. They have the full 
potential to examine in great analytical depth all local circumstances that pre-
determined the sequence of the events which shaped the diverse process of the 
Ottoman conquest. 

THE DEMOGRAPHIC HISTORY OF BULGARIA UNDER  
OTTOMAN RULE: GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS

In full awareness of the fact that the author of the present article clearly lacks 
the skills listed above, an attempt will be made at offering a modest contribu-
tion on the large theme of the demographic history of the Ottoman Balkans. 
The second part of this paper seeks to provide a relatively reliable picture of 
the demographic processes and general population data of Ottoman Bulgaria 
in the period fifteenth to seventeenth century. The most complete and com-
prehensive overview of settlement networks in Bulgaria in the first centuries of 
Ottoman rule was undertaken by Cvetana Georgieva in her study of the “Bul-
garian space” in the fifteenth–seventeenth centuries.36 Although the author is 
unable to present her readers with precise population statistics, her analysis of 
scholarship to date clearly reveals the existence of several zones in Bulgaria in 
which the settlement patterns deferred greatly. According to Georgieva’s find-
ings, the settlement networks in the high plains of western Bulgaria were not 

(Belgrade: Istorijski Institut, 2010); Aleksandar Stojanovski and Dragi Ǵorgiev, Naselbi i 
naselenie vo Makedonija: XV i XVI vek (Skopje: Institut za Nacionalna Istorija, 2001); Dragi 
Ǵorgiev, Naselenieto vo makedonsko-albanskiot graničen pojas (XV–XVI vek) (Skopje: Insti-
tut za Nacionalna Istorija, 2009); Sıddık Çalık, Çirmen Sancağı Örneğinde Balkanlar’ da 
Osmanlı Düzeni (15.–16. Yüzyıllar) (Ankara: Bosna-Hersek Dostları Vakfı, 2005); Kor-
nelija Jurin Starčević, “Demografska kretanja u selima srednjodalmatinskog zaleđa u 16. i 
početkom 17. stoljeća”, Prilozi za orijentalnu filologiju 54 (2004): 139–168; Aladin Husić, 
“Demografske prilike u srednjodalmatinskom zaleđu početkom 16. stoljeća”, Prilozi za 
orijentalnu filologiju 55 (2005): 227–242 and the publications of see Nenad Moačanin, 
quoted in note 24. 

 36 Cvetana Georgieva, Prostranstvo i prostranstva na bălgarite, XV–XVII vek (Sofia: Lik, 1999), 
pp. 92–148.
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disrupted by the Ottoman conquest and were therefore inhabited almost ex-
clusively by Christians.37 These conclusions are confirmed by recent case stud-
ies that demonstrate a high population density in isolated high valleys, such 
as the valley of Razlog, enclosed by the Rhodopes, Rila, and Pirin mountains 
or the plain of Dupnica.38 The vast open plains, such as Thrace or the high 
plateau of Dobrudža, were in Georgieva’s view “depopulated” prior to and in 
the course of the Ottoman conquest and were for this reason heavily colonized 
by Anatolian Muslims.39 Studies based on archaeological sources demonstrate 
that indeed both Thrace and Dobrudža were loosely populated in the two cen-
turies preceding the Ottoman conquest.40 Georgieva defines the mountain re-
gions and the vast Danubian plain as zones in which continuity prevailed, but 
where new Muslim settlements infiltrated the inherited settlement network.41  

Despite the fact that Georgieva’s overview of the settlement networks offers 
little of value to demographic studies, it is highly significant, since it succeeds 
in demonstrating the complexity of settlement patterns in the early Ottoman 
Bulgaria. As stated above, the demographic development of a given region was 
in direct connection to its pre-conquest state. Therefore the demographic sit-
uation reflected in the Ottoman registers is likely to reflect the probable pop-
ulation density of the period prior to the conquest and to attest to the degree 
of destructiveness of the warfare which established the power of the Ottoman 
dynasty. Nevertheless, in spite of the growing number of valuable contribu-
tions, the present state of knowledge about Bulgaria in the fourteenth and early 

 37 Georgieva, Prostranstvo i prostranstva, pp. 94–104. 
 38 For instance in 1516 the town of Razlog (Mehomiye) had close to 600 Christian households, 

i.e. in terms of population the town was larger than the important city of Nicaea (İznik). 
Grigor Bojkov, “Sădbata na Razložkata kotlovina v usloviyata na osmanska vlast (XVI–XIX 
v.)”, in Razlog: istorija, tradicii, pamet, (Blagoevgrad: Irin-Pirin, 2009), pp. 53–78; idem, 
“Dupnitsa i dupnishkata kotlovina prez osmanskata epoha (XV–XVIII v.)”, in, eds., Istorija 
na Dupnica i Dupniško, edited by Aleksandăr Grebenarov et al. (Sofia: Institut za istoričeski 
izsledvanija, 2015), pp. 73–104. 

 39 Georgieva, Prostranstvo i prostranstva, pp. 112–123.
 40 Kamen Stanev, “Beležki vărhu selištnata sistema meždu severnata periferija na Rodopite i r. 

Maritsa v kraja na XII–XIV v.”, in Stenimahos, Stanimaka, Asenovgrad. Prinos kăm izuchava-
neto na priemstvenostta i razvitieto na sotsialno-ikonomicheskata i duhovna istoriya na grada i 
regiona, edited by Grigor Bojkov and Damjan Borisov (Asenovgrad: Dikov, 2014), pp. 7–39, 
idem, Trakija prez rannoto srednovekovie (Veliko Tărnovo: Faber, 2012), which also offers 
abundant archeological data on the late Middle Ages. Georgi Atanasov, “Etnodemografski 
promeni v Dobrudža (X–XVI v.)”, Istoričeski Pregled 2 (1991): 75–89, idem, “Pogled kăm 
Dobrudžanskia Dunavski brjag”, Istoričeski Pregled 8–9 (1992): 13–31. Ottoman Dobrudža 
is studied in detail by Strašimir Dimitrov, Istorija na Dobrudža, vol. 3 (Sofia: Bălgarska Aka-
demija na Naukite, 1988).

 41 Georgieva, Prostranstvo i prostranstva, pp. 105–112, 123–137.
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fifteenth centuries does not permit its students to take the demographic history 
of the period beyond the realm of conjecture. 

The analysis of demographic information in this article begins with the 
fragmented data from the fifteenth century. Furthermore it establishes 1530 
as a chronological point in the Ottoman period in which the entire population 
of present-day Bulgaria can be relatively safely estimated, thus allowing further 
estimates, based on data extrapolation.42 The population statistics presented 
below come as a result of the thorough study and careful examination of more 
than 200 Ottoman tax registers of a different type, housed in the archives in 
Istanbul, Sofia, and Ankara.43 It seems that a study on the demographic histo-
ry of any region in the Ottoman Empire, based on such a long range of tax reg-
isters, has not been attempted to date. In this respect the results presented in 
the following pages are experimental and they need to be perceived with some 
degree of condescension, since errors are inevitable. Nevertheless, the overall 
picture of demographic dynamics in Bulgaria in the fifteenth, sixteenth, and 
seventeenth centuries presented in the paper must be generally reliable and 
fairly accurate. 

Like any demographic study that covers territory as wide as today’s Bulgaria 
(roughly 111,000 sq. km) over a period of nearly three centuries, the results 
presenting the demographic fluctuations reflects a simplified, condensed ver-
sion of a more nuanced local reality. Besides, the lack of reliable quantitative 
data for particular localities in a specific period forced me, in some instances, 
to extrapolate data based on the demographic trends of the surrounding areas. 
Moreover, as one can expect, the large number of Ottoman tax registers used 
here, namely detailed and synoptic tahrir defters, registers of the pious foun-
dations (evkaf defters), detailed and synoptic registers of extraordinary levies 
(avarız defters), and registers for the poll tax paid by the non-Muslim subjects 
of the Ottoman Empire in their variety (mufassal, icmâl, muhasebe cizye defters) 
showed various shortcomings and lacunae that had to be overcome in the pro-
cess of compiling adequate population samples. 

 42 Research on the demographic data presented in this paper was supported by the Bulgarian 
Science Fund as part a larger academic project (FFNNIPO1201263) which in a collective 
effort aims at estimating the probable GDP and standard of living in Bulgaria and the Bul-
garian Lands (1500–1870–2000). I would like to express my gratitude to the Science Fund, 
whose funding made possible my research in Istanbul, and to Mariya Kiprovska for sharing 
results from her own research. Moreover, I thank Damyan Borisov and Hristo Hristozov who 
also contributed valuable assistance and critical remarks. 

 43 Başbakanlık Osmanlı Arşivi in Istanbul, the Oriental Department of the Bulgarian Nation-
al Library “Sts. Cyril and Methodius” in Sofia and Tapu ve Kadastro Genel Müdürlüğü, 
Kuyud-ı Kadime Arşivi in Ankara. A complete list of the registers examined in this paper, 
their type and data is presented in Appendix 1. 
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The greatest methodological difficulty for presenting exact demographic 
data certainly arises from the fact that the Ottoman tax registers utilize a spe-
cific fiscal unit, “hane” (lit. from Persian “house”), which contains no indi-
cation as to how many individuals are included in one such unit. Historians 
have debated the meaning and the size of this fiscal unit for several decades, 
agreeing on the fact that the term hane in the Ottoman tahrir registers from 
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries stands for one household, i.e. a married 
couple and their young children.44 The exact family size and what multiplier 
must be used in order to turn an Ottoman household from the tahrir registers 
into individuals is also an issue keenly debated in modern historiography, but 
in spite of the numerous contributions that have fostered the debate, the “old 
thesis” of Barkan that one must apply 5 as quotient for turning hane into peo-
ple still remains dominant and is also used in this paper.45 Moreover, method-

 44 Barkan and others, cited in notes 12 and 25. Cf. also Nejat Göyünç, “Hane Deyimi Hakkında”, 
İstanbul Üniversitesi Edebiyat Fakültesi Tarih Dergisi 32 (1979): 331–348, Bruce McGowan, 
“Food supply and taxation on the Middle Danube (1568–1579)”, Archivum Ottomanivum 1 
(1969): 139–196. A critical overview of the literature on the topic hitherto is provided by Mar-
ija Todorova and Nikolay Todorov, “Problemi i zadači na istoričeskata demografija na Osman-
skata imperija”, Balkanistika 2 (1987): 18–46, published later in English translation as Maria 
Todorova and Nikolay Todorov, “The Historical Demography of the Ottoman Empire: Prob-
lems and Tasks”, in Scholar, Patriot, Mentor: Historical Essays in Honor of Dimitrije Djordjević, 
edited by Richard Spence and Linda Nelson (Boulder: East European Monographs, 1992), pp. 
151–172. Cf. too in this regard Colin Heywood, “Between Historical Myth and Mythohistory: 
The Limits of Ottoman History”, Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies 12 (1988): 315–345 
and, more recently, Fatma Acun, “Osmanl Tarihinin Genişleyen Sınırları: Defteroloji”, Türk 
Kültürü İncelemeleri Dergisi 1 (2000): 319–332 and Oktay Özel, “Population Changes in Ot-
toman Anatolia during the 16th and 17th Centuries: The ‘Demographic Crisis’ Reconsidered”, 
International Journal of Middle East Studies 36:2 (2004): 183–205. 

 45 Dávid, “The Age of Unmarried Male Children”, Heath Lowry, “Changes in Fifteenth-Cen-
tury Ottoman Peasant Taxation: The Case Study of Radilofo”, in Bryer and Lowry, Continu-
ity and Change, 23–37, Leyla Erder, “The Measurement of Pre-industrial Population Chang-
es: The Ottoman Empire from the 15th to 17th Century”, Middle Eastern Studies 11 (1979): 
284–301. The literature on family size is growing, but publications covering the period prior 
to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries are almost entirely absent. Detailed studies on 
the extant inheritance lists (tereke) may prove to be of key importance for research on family 
size. Cf. Traian Stoianovich, “Family and Household in the Western Balkans, 1500–1870”, 
Mémorial Ömer Lûtfi Barkan (Paris: Librairie d’Amérique et d’Orient Adrien Maisonneuve, 
1980), pp. 189–203, Dimitris Dimitropoulos, “Family and tax registers in the Aegean Is-
lands during the Ottoman period”, The History of the Family 9 (2004) 275–286, Malcolm 
Wagstaff, “Family Size in the Peloponennese (Southern Greece) in 1700”, Journal of Family 
History 26:3 (2001) 337–349, Maria Todorova, Balkan Family Structure and the European 
Pattern: Demographic Developments in Ottoman Bulgaria (Budpaest–New York: CEU Press, 
2006), pp. 99–125, Kemal Karpat, “The Ottoman Family: Documents Pertaining to Its 
Size”, International Journal of Turkish Studies 4 (1987): 137–145.
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ological difficulties become much greater when one attempts to present popu-
lation statistics on the basis of the poll tax registers and their fiscal units, cizye 
hanes.46 Bearing in mind the critical remarks raised in the historiography to 
date, I assumed that in most cases, as long as it concerns the territory covered 
in this study, the fiscal unit hane in cizye registers in the sixteenth and the sev-
enteenth centuries greatly reflects the content of hane in the tahrirs and can be 
seen as a single household.47 This argumentation is developed in length in the 
relevant section below, where I also argue that the registers of the extraordinary 
levies, even the large mufassals from the 1640s, which at first glance appear to 
be excellent sources, provide terribly misleading population data and that in 
the current state of understanding of these sources they must not be used for 
demographic history.  

All estimates of population totals that cover the territory of present-day 
Bulgaria presented in the present study are largely hypothetical, because they 
are based on average household size, which does not change over time. The 
disadvantages of using a steady quotient of 5 in a period in which differing 
demographic trends prevailed are apparent, but adhering to one multiplier al-
lows corrections in the future, when better knowledge of the average family 
size in Bulgaria in the period in question will allow greater precision than the 
statistical data offered in this article. In spite of these discrepancies in the Ot-
toman tax registers, along with some others that have not been mentioned, 
the potential of the sources must not be underestimated by modern historians. 
Contrary to what Suraiya Faroqhi implies in her contribution to the influen-
tial Cambridge history of Turkey, that the Ottoman tax registers have at best 
a very limited capacity even to portray the general population trends,48 it can 
be argued that when these sources are skilfully handled by historians familiar 
with their peculiarities, the defters can reveal the general demographic picture 
of almost every region controlled by the Ottomans and provide data permitting 
detailed quantitative analysis. Naturally, the limitations of the sources force 
modern researchers to propose methodological approaches that overcome their 
shortcomings. Except for the recommendations of Heath Lowry, embraced by 
modern scholarship as guiding principles that Ottoman tahrirs must always be 

 46 Moačanin, “The Poll-Tax and Population in the Ottoman Balkans”, Kiel, “Remarks on 
the Administration of the Poll Tax”, Linda Darling, Revenue-Raising and Legitimacy. Tax 
Collection and Finance Administration in the Ottoman Empire 1560–1660 (Leiden–New 
York–Köln: Brill, 1996), pp. 100–108, Elena Grozdanova, “Za danăčnata edinica hane v de-
mografskite proučvanija”, Istoričeski Pregled 3 (1972): 81–91, eadem, Bălgarskata narodnost 
prez XVII vek. Demografsko izsledvane (Sofia: Nauka i izkustvo, 1989), pp. 62–65.

 47 The same was not true for the cizye registers of the fifteenth century. 
 48 Faroqhi, “Ottoman Population”, pp. 358–364. 
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used in their longest possible series and in conjunction with other registers,49 
the experience gained from the systematic study of over 200 registers for this 
paper advances the development of the methodology for research on Ottoman 
taxation records. When Ottoman tax registers of any kind are used for his-
torical demography, it is always preferable that one follows an approach that 
combines a detailed study on the local specific conditions with an overview of 
the entire province, or at least a sub-province (sancak or liva). This, on the one 
hand, reduces the chance of errors in general estimates of population totals 
due to misunderstanding local circumstances, such as an apparent lack of a 
substantial portion of taxable population in a region, which might have been 
registered in pious foundations or in separate records because the taxpayers per-
formed certain specialized duties (voynuks, müsellems, etc.). On the other hand, 
as much as knowledge of local circumstances is essential, a conclusion based on 
the study of a limited area can also be misleading. The observable demographic 
trend in a smaller or larger region can concur, but it could also substantially 
differ from what is observed on a larger, provincial scale. Therefore, an ideal ap-
proach for scholars studying demographic history on the basis of Ottoman tax 
registers is to combine strong regional knowledge of as many localities as pos-
sible and compare it with population statistics for a wider territory. Combined 
with the various methodological suggestions hitherto proposed by historians, 
this approach can greatly limit the scope for error and offer a relatively accurate 
picture of the demographic processes in any Balkan region. Needless to say, the 
abundance of reliable estimates of population totals in the Ottoman period is 
the strongest possible way to discard dominant theses fueled mostly by political 
motives rather than genuine academic goals.       

For the purposes of this article I decided to split the territory of modern 
Bulgaria into four major zones. This approach was, to certain extent, predeter-
mined by the territorial distribution of the Ottoman tax registers, but it also 
sought to follow, albeit only superficially, the distribution of “Bulgarian” space, 
based on the settlement network analysis proposed by Georgieva.50 Thus four 
somewhat matching zones were formed and labeled as the West (W), North 
Center (NC), North East (NE), and South (S) zones.51 The western zone 

 49 Lowry, “The Ottoman Tahrir Defterleri: Pitfalls and Limitations”, pp. 8–15. He suggests 
7 important principles that must be considered when historians use tahrirs: the documents 
must be used in conjunction with other contemporary records; the detailed (mufassal) regis-
ters are preferable to the summary (icmâl) form; they should be used serially; the size of hane 
is unknown; the information in these records is more useful for non-Muslim areas; earlier 
registers are more reliable; the format and terminology of the registers changed in the Süley-
manic Age, i.e. after the 1520s.  

 50 See above, Georgieva, Prostranstvo i prostranstva, pp. 92–149.
 51 See Appendix 2 – Maps. 
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(27,000 km2) occupies the westernmost part of today’s Bulgaria. It is separated 
from the rest of the country by an imaginary line that begins on the Danube 
near Kozloduj, runs south to include the plains of Sofia and Ihtiman and, fol-
lowing the western foots of the Rhodope Mountains, it finishes near Goce 
Delčev (Ott. Nevrekob), thus enclosing the high Rila and Pirin mountains and 
the valleys of the Struma (Ott. Ustruma) and Mesta (Ott. Karasu) rivers. The 
north-central zone (30,500 km2) is a territorial piece of Danubian Bulgaria that 
is enclosed by the Danube from the north and by the Balkan range from the 
south. It basically encompasses the Ottoman sub-province of Nicopolis (Ott. 
Niğbolu sancağı), which has the region of Vraca (Ott. İvraca) at its western and 
that of Šumen (Ott. Şumnu) at its eastern edge. The northeastern zone (16,000 
km2) to a large extent reflects the Ottoman sancak of Silistra, including the flat 
terrain of Dobrudža, the low plateau of Deliorman, and the Black Sea coast 
and its regions from Dobrudža to Thrace, thus containing the areas of Karno-
bat (Ott. Karın Abad), Aytos (Ott. Aydos), and Pomorie (Ott. Ahıyolu). The 
southern zone is the largest in size (37,800 km2), generally occupying the vast 
plane of Upper Thrace along with parts of the Rhodopes, Sakar and the north-
ern slopes of the Strandža mountains. As noted above, this zonal division is not 
based on the Ottomans’ view of territorial distribution, but it was developed in 
the course of research for this article, in the hope that it will ease the presenta-
tion of results. Certainly, the present study does not claim to cover the territory 
of modern Bulgaria with absolute precision. On the contrary, it is quite possible 
that settlements located in today’s bordering regions are missing in the overall 
estimates of the population or that others lying outside present-day Bulgaria 
were included in the general numbers. Furthermore, the administrative divi-
sion, as seen on the appended maps, is rather tentative, drawn up for exclusively 
illustrative purposes; thus it should not be perceived as reflecting the changing 
nature of Ottoman administrative units at any given historical moment.  

THE POPULATION OF BULGARIA IN THE  
FIFTEENTH CENTURY

As mentioned above, in the present state of our knowledge a complete and fully 
reliable reconstruction of Bulgaria’s population totals on the eve and after the 
conquest is hardly possible. Nevertheless, this study will attempt to assemble 
the accessible Ottoman documentation from the fifteenth century, thus seeking 
to contribute to further studies which can shed more light on the actual degree 
of destruction brought by the Ottoman incursions in Bulgaria or by the crusad-
ing armies and possibly account for the inevitable loss of life in the process. Un-
doubtedly the defters used here do not reflect the earliest Ottoman registration 
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prepared after the conquest. On the contrary, the information in some of the 
preserved tax registers strongly suggests that at least two more registrations were 
carried out in the preceding years, but regrettably their results must have been 
either lost or inaccessible to me.52 The Ottoman sources used below do not cov-
er the entire territory of Bulgaria, but are scattered and provide data about dif-
ferent parts of the country in a rather unsystematic manner. Thus some of the 
essential regions of Ottoman Bulgaria are either missing from this sample or are 
underrepresented due to the incomplete nature of the data. Moreover, all doc-
uments are merely fragments from larger registers whose sometimes substantial 
parts have been lost. Or these fragments were compiled at different times and 
hence it is practically impossible to assemble comprehensive population data 
sets in a regular chronological sequence. The time span of the sources roughly 
covers the period from the mid-1440s to the late 1480s; thus in some cases the 
earliest preserved Ottoman defters only come more than one century after the 
Ottoman conquest of the area. 

In spite of that this paper will present the assembled population statistics 
from the extant sources and will subsequently offer an interpretation and pos-
sible estimate of Bulgaria’s population totals in the fifteenth century. This is 
achieved by supplementing regions or groups of taxpayers, which must have 
been present in the fifteenth century but for one reason or another were ex-
cluded from the taxation registers. Generally speaking, it is probably safe to 
state that the fifteenth-century Ottoman registers barely represent half of the 
population of Bulgaria at the time. For instance, there is virtually no extant 
source from this period for the entire northeastern part of the country. Thus 
important sub-provinces (sancaks) in Ottoman Rumelia such as Silistra remain 
unrepresented in the population statistics of the fifteenth century. The same is 
true for the western parts, such as the sub-province of Kjustendil (Ott. Kös-
tendil sancağı), in which masses of Christians must have resided. Despite its 
importance, this sub-province is missing completely in the extant sources of 
the time. Other notable “blank spots” in the western zone are the regions of 

 52 There could be registers that still remain “hidden” in the archives, because of improper 
cataloguing, or others that belong to private collections. For instance, there is a chance that 
a register from the 1450s which covers parts of Bulgaria survived in Halil İnalcık’s private 
archive, since in an encyclopedia article published in 1986 he provided exact population 
figures for the town of Filibe in this period. Halil İnalcık, “Bulgaria” in EI2, unfortunately 
without the benefit of a reference to the source of this information. In private conversations 
with Prof. İnalcık I had the opportunity to raise the question on multiple occasions, but 
despite the kindness he showed in searching his private archives for this source, for the time 
being it could not be revealed. Hopefully when İnalcık’s archive is properly catalogued and 
fully operational at the HICOS at Bilkent University this register might be rediscovered for 
scholarly use. 
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Berkofça, Breznik, İvranya and Samako, where a large number of Christians 
must also have lived. Even those regions which are present in the extant sources 
are far from being completely covered in the registers and whole parts of them 
are sometimes missing, because the documents were torn apart and pages were 
subsequently lost. Moreover, as already mentioned, it appears that the large 
synoptic cizye registers published by Todorov and Barkan cannot be used as a 
means of compensating for the missing parts of the Christian population in Ot-
toman Bulgaria. Precise and time consuming cross-checks of these cizye records 
with extant tahrir registers from various parts of the Balkans showed that the 
fiscal unit used in these cizye defters does not match a single family or a house-
hold as is the case with the tahrirs. Therefore, for the time being these sources 
can only be regarded as a reflection of the distribution of fiscal units over the 
entire Balkans, with limited potential for demographic studies. Logically, the 
number and density of cizye hane in a given region somewhat reflect the actual 
demographic situation in a specific place, the larger the number of fiscal units 
the more real individuals residing in the region, but it is impossible to extract 
more precise estimates of population totals. 

 In sum, the data from the extant tahrir registers for Bulgaria show that after 
the mid-fifteenth century some 50 thousand households of taxpayers can safely 
be identified in the Ottoman documents; of these households ¼ were Muslim 
and ¾ were Christian. Certainly these general figures for Bulgaria’s population, 
as tentative and uncertain as they may be, convincingly demonstrate one fact – 
that significant changes took place in some of the regions of the country in the 
interim period between the conquest and the earliest preserved taxation regis-
ters. This fact is probably best observed in the southern zone, which is likely to 
have been badly ravaged by constant warfare waged by numerous contenders 
since the late twelfth century and in all probability it was also severely hit by the 
Black Death in the mid-fourteenth century. It is not possible to define the exact 
effect of the pillaging raids that were regularly carried out by the marcher lords 
of the Ottomans since the mid-fourteenth century, but certainly they must 
have had a negative effect on the local population. The unrest in the early fif-
teenth century, in the course of which the contenders for the Ottoman throne 
turned Thrace into a battle ground, in all probability had unfavorable conse-
quences for the local Christians too. Finally, deportations of local Christians 
and Jews to the newly conquered Constantinople ordered by Mehmed II must 
have reduced even further the number of local residents, thus leaving a large 
unoccupied space for colonization by Anatolian Muslims.53 This very process 

 53 For instance, Mehmed II deported a group of 35 Jewish families from Philipoupolis/Filibe to 
the newly conquered Constantinople/Istanbul. Thus the Jewish community of Philippoupo-
lis that survived in the town throughout the Middle Ages ceased to exist. Half a century later 

Grigor Boykov



129

was in fact the dramatic difference that took place in this territory if compared 
to the late medieval period, when Thrace and the Rhodopes were controlled ei-
ther by the Byzantine Empire or by the Bulgarian kingdom. Masses of Muslim 
colonists settled in the southern zone after the Ottoman conquest, thus com-
pletely changing the ethno-religious picture of the area in favor of the Muslims. 
The empty Thracian planes must have appeared particularly appealing to the 
Turks from Asia Minor who arrived in the region and settled en masse in the 
post-conquest years.   

Table 1. Bulgaria’s population from the extant Ottoman registers (1440s–1480s)

Zone Muslim (household) Christian (household) Total (household)

West 231 16,374 16,605

NC 2,316 18,413 20,729

NE – – –

South 10,180 2,007 12,187

Total 12,727 36,794 49,521

The registers examined in this paper which cover the southern zone, dating from 
the 1460s to the 1480s,54 portray a situation in which the Muslim taxpayers al-
ready have a sizable majority in the region. It is noticeable that the eastern part 
of Thrace is almost exclusively inhabited by Muslims, thus strongly suggesting 
that this part of the region was completely emptied of its autochthonous popu-
lation prior to and during the Ottoman conquest. The sources testify that in the 
western part, i.e. the territory west of Plovdiv, a number of medieval settlements 
survived the turbulent years of the Ottoman conquest. These were large villages, 
situated primarily at the foot of the mountains, but also some laid on the open 
plain, while others were located deep in the valleys of the Rhodope Mountains. 
The Ottoman registers covering Upper Thrace are however incomplete, as a sub-
stantial part of the taxpayers who resided in vakıf lands are missing from these 
totals. Moreover, the town of Tatar Pazarcık and its villages are also absent from 

Sephardic Jews arrived in the town via Thessaloniki, thus reestablishing a Jewish community 
in the town. Halil İnalcık, The Survey of Istanbul, 1455. The Text, English Translation, Analysis 
of the Text, Documents (Istanbul: Türkiye İş Bankası Kültür Yayınları, 2012), pp. 329–340; 
Halil Inalcık. “Istanbul” in EI2. Idem. “Jews in the Ottoman Economy and Finances 1450–
1500,” In Clifford Bosworth et al. (eds.) The Islamic World from Classical to Modern Times: 
Essays in Honor of Bernard Lewis (Princeton, N.J.: Darwin Press, 1989), p. 513.   

 54 These are detailed defters BOA, MAD 35 (1466); BOA, MAD 342 (1466); BOA, MAD 
549 (1466); BOA, TD 20 (1485); BOA, TD 26 (1489). The registers of Çirmen sancağı are 
analyzed in Çalık, Çirmen Sancağı. 
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the registers despite the fact that they undoubtedly existed at the time. The loss 
of this information is somewhat compensated, as can be seen below, by extrapo-
lating data from the later period or whenever possible by using the information 
from a register dating to 1472, which enlists the taxpayers entitled to provide for 
upkeep of the light cavalry (akıncı).55   

The extant sources demonstrate that Muslim colonists also appeared in the 
north-central zone.56 According to Rumen Kovačev, who studied this region 
in detail, the administrative division of the sub-province of Nicopolis (Ott. 
Niğbolu sancağı) almost strictly followed the territorial division of the medie-
val Bulgarian state, ruled by Ivan Šišman (1371–1395). Thus one can witness 
signs of continuity in a territory that was added to the Ottoman realm as a 
result of several violent military campaigns.57 Continuity is also attested by the 
Christian majority in the region, but nevertheless the fact the many Muslim 
settlers installed themselves in this territory is clearly perceivable, which indi-
cates a substantial change. Even the capital of the medieval Bulgaria, the city 
of Tărnovo, already had a substantial Muslim community and essential Islamic 
infrastructure by the 1480s. Some of the largest pious foundations in the region 
of Nicopolis were already established and they supported a number of religious 
public buildings in the important towns in the region. 

It is hard to pass a verisimilar judgment about the population losses during 
the Ottoman campaigns against medieval Bulgaria and the subsequent cru-
sades, which ended on the battlefields near Nicopolis (1396) and Varna (1444) 
respectively.58 Any military endeavor of this kind undoubtedly claims a cer-

 55 Sofia, National Library PD 17/27 and OAK 94/73, two fragments of the same register, 
drawn up in December 1472. The introduction of the document, i.e. the order for its com-
pilation and the way of registering the taxpayers and the raiders, was first published by Boris 
Nedkov, Osmanoturska diplomatika i paleografia, vol. 2 (Sofia: Nauka i Izkustvo, 1972), pp. 
175–7 and was recently analyzed by Heath Lowry, The Nature of the Early Ottoman State (Al-
bany: State University of New York Press, 2003), pp. 52–54. For detailed information about 
the register and its contents, see Mariya Kiprovska, The Military Organization of the Akıncıs 
in Ottoman Rumelia, M.A. Thesis, Bilkent University, 2004.

 56 Sofia, National Library Hk 12/9 (1483–1485) and �� 20/1 (1483–1485), which are frag-
ments of one register. These fragments are analyzed and translated into Bulgarian by Kovačev, 
Opis na Nikopolskija sandžak. Another fragment is OAK 45/29 (1479–1480), which was 
published by Todorov and Nedkov, Turski izvori za bălgarskata istorija, vol. 2, pp. 161–333.

 57 On the campaign of Çandarlı Ali Pasha against Bulgaria in 1388 see Machiel Kiel, “Mevlana 
Neşri and the Towns of Medieval Bulgaria. Historical and Topographical Notes”, in Studies 
in Ottoman history in honour of Professor V.L. Ménage, edited by Colin Heywood and Colin 
Imber (Istanbul: The Isis Press, 1994), pp. 165–187. 

 58 Aziz Suryal Atiya, The Crusade of Nicopolis (London, Methuen & co., 1934); Halil İnalcık, 
“The Ottoman Turks and the Crusades, 1329–1451”, in A History of the Crusades, edited by 
Kenneth M. Setton, vol. 6. The Impact of the Crusades on Europe, edited by Harry Hazard 
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tain human cost, but in this case it appears that whatever the negative impact 
of the warfare, by the 1480s it had been overcome. Hundreds of prosperous 
Christian villages in the north-central zone testify to the ability of the local 
Christian community to recreate and repopulate areas disrupted by warfare in 
the preceding years. Certainly scattered notes in the Ottoman registers attest to 
the inevitable destruction and depopulation of some settlements. This was, for 
instance, the case of a Christian village named Rupča in the district of Rahova 
(mod. Orjahovo), whose residents fled from the crusaders’ army in 1444.59 
Nevertheless, such notes appear to be rather accidental and the residents of the 
north-central zone occupy more than 500 villages, many of which were large 
older medieval Christian settlements.  

In contrast, the impact of recent warfare is clearly perceivable in the western 
zone, especially in the region of Vidin. On the one hand, the sub-province 
of Vidin also seems to be a reflection of medieval Bulgarian administrative 
tradition, inherited from the state ruled by Ivan Stracimir (1356–1396). On 
the other hand, the Ottoman sources clearly testify to a completely different 
demographic situation in which the negative impact of warfare on the local 
settlement network and the population totals is easily perceived. The earliest 
preserved Ottoman register of the sancak of Vidin dates to 1455, i.e. only a de-
cade after the dramatic events of the crusade of Varna and about half a century 
after the Ottoman conquest of the region.60 The general demographic situation 
portrays the region as almost entirely Christian, since Muslims in the area num-
bered around one thousand men, distributed in the urban centers. The major-
ity was made up by the Christian rural population, which occupied more than 
400 villages. A closer inspection of these settlements however reveals that more 

and Norman Zacour (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1989), pp. 250–253 and 
270–275; Oskar Halecki, The Crusade of Varna: A Discussion of Controversial Problems (New 
York City: Polish Institute of Arts and Sciences in America, 1943); Martin Chasin, “The 
Crusade of Varna”, in Setton, A History of the Crusades, vol. 6. pp. 276–310; Colin Imber, 
The Crusade of Varna, 1443–1445 (Aldershot, England; Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2006), 
published the main narrative sources in English translation. 

 59 The village was held as a timar by the local kadi of Rahova. After the residents abandoned the 
village, it remained uninhabited and the prebend was assigned to another individual, who 
took on the obligation to repopulate and revitalize the village. OAK 45/29, f. 37b; Todorov 
and Nedkov, Turski izvori za bălgarskata istorija, vol. 2, p. 245. 

 60 İstanbul Belediye Kütüphanesi, MC. O90 (1455). This source is published in Bulgarian 
translation by Bojanić-Lukać, Vidin i Vidinskiyat sandžak, pp. 57–90, and analyzed and 
commented on at length by Vera Mutafčieva, “Vidin i vidinsko prez XV-XVI vek”, in Bo-
janić-Lukać, Vidin i Vidinskijat sandžak, pp. 15–52. Two more fifteenth-century summary 
registers of the region are extant in the Istanbul archive – BOA, MAD 18 (1468–1469), Sofia 
OAK 265/27 (1477), and BOA, MAD 1 (1483–1484). 
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than ¼ of them had only five households or even fewer.61 Altogether, about 
80% of the settlements in the region of Vidin in the 1450s were villages with a 
population of up to twenty households. These circumstances undoubtedly bear 
witness to a terribly disrupted demographic situation that in all probability can 
be attributed to the military conflict of the preceding decade. The predominant 
part of the timars in the region consisted of the incomes derived from one or 
two villages. About half of the Ottoman cavalrymen relied on revenue collected 
from a single village. It is apparent that this reflects an earlier situation in which 
larger inhabited villages could have sustained the Ottoman timar-holders, since 
it is quite clear that hardly any sipahi could have afforded to fully equip himself 
and operate effectively with the Ottoman army relying on the insignificant rev-
enue derived from five or six households in a single village. It is also noteworthy 
that almost all villages which had a population between 50 and 200 households 
belonged to the hass of the then sancakbeyi of Vidin.62 This fact suggests that the 
settlements that managed to avoid destruction were gathered for the prebend of 
the governor, while cavalrymen of lesser importance received the revenue from 
the deprived villages.  

Despite the evidence suggesting considerable destruction, the region of Vi-
din was far from being depopulated. On the contrary, more than 16 thousand 
households were recorded in the Ottoman census of 1455. One can presume 
that some of the local residents managed to avoid registration, while others 
temporarily moved to safer neighboring regions, only to return in later years. 
In any case, later Ottoman registers show a drastic jump in population in the 
region, which indicates that in all probability many of the scattered residents of 
the region of Vidin returned to their homeland in the subsequent years or that 
Christian settlers from other parts of the Balkans came and revived the deprived 
villages in the northwestern part of Ottoman Bulgaria. 

The last set of extant fifteenth-century Ottoman defters examined in this 
article cover fragmentary some of the remaining parts of the western zone, 
namely the regions of Sofia, İznebol/Znelpolje, and Nevrokob. These are differ-
ent fragments from a seemingly larger registration carried out in the second half 
of the 1440s. Recently, the different pieces were published by İnalcık, Radušev, 
and Altuğ, who argued that the fragments actually once constituted a single 

 61 Mutafcheiva, “Vidin i vidinsko”, pp. 30–31. 
 62 A certain İsa Bey is noted in the register as the current sancakbeyi of Vidin. This may well 

have been Evrensoğlu İsa Bey, the youngest son of Gazi Evrenos, or less likely İshakoğlu İsa 
Bey from Skopje. Cf. Lowry-Erünsal, The Evrenos Dynasty of Yenice Vardar, pp. 8–14, on the 
first generation of descendants of Gazi Evrenos. For recent summary of İshakoğlu İsa Bey’s 
career, see Enes Pelidija and Feridun Emecen, “İsa Bey”, Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı İslâm Ansiklo-
pedisi, vol. 22, pp. 475–476. 
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register, which they named “the summary register of Paşa Livası from 1445”.63 
As scattered and incomplete the information in these registers may be, they 
do not bare the traces of recent destruction, as attested by the census of Vidin. 
Clearly many parts of the entire western zone are missing and the population 
statistics extracted from these records are far from accurate, but one can fairly 
safely assume that in the mid-fifteenth century the Muslim presence in this part 
of the country was insignificant. Certainly there were Muslim military and ad-
ministrative personnel who remained out of the extant records, but in general 
the Christians constituted an overwhelming majority in the region. 

It is not an easy task to account for the actual impact of the Ottoman con-
quest of the region, which took place some sixty years earlier, but the data in 
the registers points to a stable settlement network which lacks any visible signs 
of sudden drastic demographic changes. The Crusade of 1443 is known to have 
caused destruction in the region, for instance the city of Sofia was burned out, 
but I was unable to detect in the sources any significant signs of major demo-
graphic changes that came as a consequence of the winter war. On the contrary, 
the settlement network appears to have been stable, composed of large Chris-
tian villages which undoubtedly predate the Ottoman conquest of the Balkans. 

It was already mentioned that despite providing particularly valuable infor-
mation about the taxpayers in Bulgaria during the fifteenth century, the extant 
registers cover neither the entire territory that focuses the interest of this paper, 
nor do they list the entire population of the regions that were included in them. 
Thus making conclusions solely on the ground of the existing sources, one cannot 
provide a realistic demographic picture of Bulgaria in the period from the 1440s 
to the 1480s and will probably only be able to account for about one half of it. 
Therefore, in the section below I offer my hypothetical amendments to the exist-
ing demographic data, which must provide a more realistic estimate of Bulgaria’s 
fifteenth-century population totals. This was achieved in a relative simple fashion. 
I reexamined all statistical information on a district (kaza) basis and considered 
the potential amendments that need to be undertaken in order to achieve a more 
accurate picture. For instance, some regions, such as parts of the southern zone, 
lacked information on the population that resided on the lands of the pious foun-
dations. The list of vakıfs and their possessions as attested in the later registers 
were carefully examined and those which undoubtedly existed in the period of 
question were selected. Their statistical information was extrapolated and popula-
tion figures were added to the data assembled from the fifteenth century registers. 
In other instances, missing information for some territories could have been rec-
reated on the basis of a different type of source. In the case of the town of Tatar 

 63 İnalcık, Radushev, Altuğ, 1445 Tarihli Paşa Livâsı İcmal Defteri, xv–xvii. Those covering 
different parts of Bulgaria are as follows: BOA, MAD 525; Sofia, D 707; Sofia, OAK 52/59. 
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Pazarcık and some of its surrounding villages, this became possible thanks to an 
extant akıncı register, which itself has certain severe limitations when used for 
demographic purposes. There are different cases like the region of Sofia or Vidin, 
which despite being supplemented with the extrapolated results for the vakıfs in 
region still might be missing some portion of its population. On this occasion a 
clear preference was given to the existing genuine and controllable data, although 
in the case of Sofia in particular it appears to offer population figures lower than 
the actual situation of the mid-fifteenth century. Finally, for some districts that 
completely lack extant registers and information on the taxpayers, estimates of 
population totals were directly extrapolated from the statistical information from 
1530, which is presented below. The estimates achieved in this manner are far 
from precise and have no pretensions to great accuracy, but the amendments 
which were made are essential. Without them the demographic picture of fif-
teenth-century Bulgaria would have been half empty. 

In the second half of the fifteenth century, the entire population of Ottoman 
Bulgaria must have ranged between 550,000 and 600,000 inhabitants. Almost 
exactly 1/4 of the population in the country was Muslim, the remaining ma-
jority of 3/4 consisted of local Christians – Bulgarians, Greeks, Serbians, Vlahs, 
etc. The overall density of 5.4 inhabitants per sq. km appears much lower than 
the average for the Balkans at the time (~ 9–10 inhabitants per sq. km). This 
fact alone once more serves to illustrate that on the eve of the Ottoman con-
quest of the Balkans and in the course of the subsequent years the eastern parts 
of the Balkans were more sparsely inhabited in comparison to the central and 
western parts of the peninsula. This is also demonstrated by the greater con-
centration of cizye hane in these regions when compared to the eastern areas, as 
was rightfully pointed out by Todorov.64 In the context of Bulgaria, yet again 
the western parts seem to have generally had a larger population than the east-
ern ones. This to a great extent must have also predetermined the challenge 
that the Ottomans faced during their conquering march. While the narrative 
sources are silent about any major military endeavor in Thrace and attribute its 
conquest to semi-independent marcher lords, the parts of Danubian Bulgaria 
were only taken after campaigns headed by the sultan or the grand vizier. Only 
further systematic studies of all extant Ottoman registers from the fifteenth and 
early sixteenth century would be able to shed more light on the precise demo-
graphics prior to and after the Ottoman conquest of the region and account for 
the human cost claimed by the unrest and warfare there. Collecting additional 
data on neighboring regions will allow researchers to track substantial popula-
tion fluctuations and especially migration within the peninsula.  

 64 Todorov, “Za demografskoto săstojanie”, 210–214.
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Table 2. – Estimates of population totals (1440s–1480s)

Zone District Muslim Christian Total

W Berkofça 800 12500 13300

W Breznik 0 2500 2500

W Vidin 930 33570 34500

W İvranya 200 25500 25700

W İznebol 0 11635 11635

W Menlik 800 16500 17300

W Nevrekob 225 9410 9635

W Samako 2500 16000 18500

W Sofıa 2600 31205 33805

W Köstendil 5500 70000 75500

NC İvraca 325 15605 15930

NC Lofça 890 16645 17535

NC Niğbolu 9935 50790 60725

NC Tırnovi 4050 28585 32635

NC Çernovi 1525 15210 16735

NC Şumnu 880 2830 3710

NE Aydos 2500 4000 6500

NE Ahıyolu 4000 10000 14000

NE Varna 7500 4000 11500

NE Karınobası 4000 500 4500

NE Prevadi 5000 4000 9000

NE Silistre 10000 3500 13500

S Akça Kızanlık 3030 45 3075

S Eski Zağra 14005 865 14870

S Yeni Zağra 5105 80 5185

S Kızıl Ağaç 13345 3475 16820

S Tatar Pazarcık 2000 3000 5000

S Filibe 18420 16590 35010

S Hasköy 15545 780 16325

S Yanbolu 500 5000 5500

Total 136,110 414,320 550,430
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THE POPULATION OF BULGARIA IN THE  
SIXTEENTH CENTURY

The earliest date at which the entire territory of Bulgaria is covered by a system-
atic Ottoman tax register is 1530, when the administration of Sultan Süleyman 
I (1520–1566) produced a number of large summary (icmâl) registers, thus 
covering most of the empire.65 For this point in history one can estimate with 
relative accuracy the entire taxable population of Bulgaria; therefore it is of 
crucial importance for this study, which extends to the end of the seventeenth 
century. According to the data contained in the register from 1530, the entire 
population of Bulgaria at this time numbered roughly 1,100,000 individuals. 
Christians had an overwhelming majority over the Muslims and constituted 
74% of the entire population.66 The ratio between Muslims and Christians 
seems to have been largely preserved and similarly to the fifteenth century the 
Muslim constituted about 1/3 of the entire population. 

Table 3. Estimates of population totals in 1530

Zone Muslim Christian Total p/km2

West 39,000 498,000 537,000 19.9

NC 60,000 221,000 281,000 9.2

NE 73,000 37,000 110,000 6.9

South 120,000 62,000 182,000 4.8

Total 292,000 817,000 1,110,000 10.2

Taken as a whole, the data accords well with what historical demographers have 
published concerning the rest of the Balkans and Europe. At that time, the 
entire Balkan Peninsula must have had a population of about 5.5 million; thus 

 65 Many of these registers have been published or will be published in the near future in fac-
simile and summary translation by the General Directorate of the state archives in Turkey. 
Bulgaria features in several of these volumes (BOA, TD 167 & TD 370), published as 370 
Numaralı Muhâsebe-i Vilâyet-i Rûm-ili Defteri (937/1530), vol. 1 (Ankara: T.C. Başbakanlık 
Devlet Arşivleri Genel Müdürlüğü, Osmanlı Arşivi Daire Başkanlığı, 2001), 370 Numaralı 
Muhâsebe-i Vilâyet-i Rûm-ili Defteri (937/1530), vol. 2 (Ankara: T.C. Başbakanlık Devlet 
Arşivleri Genel Müdürlüğü, Osmanlı Arşivi Daire Başkanlığı, 2002), 167 Numaralı Muhâse-
be-i Vilâyet-i Rûm-ili Defteri (937/1530), vol. 1 (Ankara: T.C. Başbakanlık Devlet Arşivleri 
Genel Müdürlüğü, Osmanlı Arşivi Daire Başkanlığı, 2003). Herein these documents will be 
referred to as “the register from 1530”. 

 66 The total number of Muslims must be slightly increased, because it does not include mem-
bers of the askeri class, who were tax-exempt. 
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its density approximated to 10.7 inhabitants per square km.67 The population 
figures for Bulgaria are similar to those of Early Modern Portugal (1.2 m) and 
Belgium (1.3 m), while its density resembles countries like the Scotland (10.1 
p/km2) and Ireland (9.5 p/km2) of the time, whose geography and environment 
is also somewhat comparable to Bulgaria. In the interim 60 to 80 years the total 
population of Bulgaria increased dramatically and almost doubled in number. 
While this was undoubtedly a period with a high growth rate throughout Eu-
rope as a whole, the rapid increase of the population in Bulgaria must be also 
attributed to migration by both Muslims from Asia Minor and Christians from 
western parts of the Balkans. 
 What makes the detailed population information from 1530 particularly 
important is the fact that it also offers the possibility for analysis on a smaller, 
regional scale. Thus one immediately faces the diverse demographic picture of 
Bulgaria and the uneven distribution of its inhabitants. The most loosely inhab-
ited zone is the southern one (with a density of 4.8 p/km2), which encompasses 
roughly Upper Thrace and the northern part of the Rhodopes and the Strandža 
ranges. The density of Christians who inhabited the area in 1530 was 1.6 indi-
viduals per sq. km, which is extremely low, comparable only to the Scandinavia 
of the time. Even European Russia, known for being a sparsely populated re-
gion, had almost twice as many residents per sq. km in this period.68 In light of 
the fact that all evidence demonstrates that the southern zone was very sparsely 
populated, it is not surprising that Muslim colonists from Asia Minor and Ta-
tars from Crimea came and settled there en masse. The abundance of pastures 
and arable land must have attracted settlers who moved to the region of their 
own free will, while others, according to the Ottoman chronicles, were deport-
ed there upon the explicit orders of the Ottoman rulers. Overall, the southern 
zone exemplifies perfectly Barkan’s thesis.69 Indeed, the region seems to have 
been virtually revived by the influx of Muslim settlers, who occupied most of 

 67 McEvedy and Jones, Atlas of World Population, pp. 110–114. An excellent recent summary of 
the bibliography on the European population to date is presented by Paolo Malanima, “The 
Economic Consequences of the Black Death”, in Elio Lo Cascio, ed., L’impatto della “Peste 
Antonina” (Bari: Edipuglia, 2012), pp. 312–315, esp. Table 1 on p. 314, which provides 
detailed population data and a bibliography.   

 68 Malanima, “The Economic Consequences of the Black Death”, p. 314. 
 69 A quarter of a century ago, Machiel Kiel published a seminal article on the urban develop-

ment of Bulgaria in the Ottoman period. In this monograph-sized article, he argues on the 
basis of a study of the architectural and demographic development of a number of cities 
in Bulgaria that both Barkan and Todorov’s views are valid in a restricted number of cases. 
However, applying only one of the theses to the whole of Bulgaria is, according to Kiel, 
misleading. Machiel Kiel, “Urban Development in Bulgaria in the Turkish Period: the Place 
of Turkish Architecture in the Process”, International Journal of Turkish Studies 4:2 (1989): 
79–129. The article was indeed published as a book in Turkish translation, idem. Bulgar-
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the open plane. Except for several dozen settlements that survived in the low-
lands, the majority of the Christian villages were located either at the foot of the 
mountains or deeper into them. The Muslim colonists not only resettled and 
practically recreated the old urban centers, but also established several promi-
nent towns in the region.70 
 The picture seen in Thrace and the Rhodopes is to a great extent mirrored in 
the northeastern zone, which was also colonized by Muslims, while Christians 
largely remained in residence in the Black Sea coastal towns and the settlements 
at the foot of the Balkan range. It appears that similarities in the pre-Otto-
man conditions in the two zones are also reflected in the post-conquest period. 
Muslim settlers appeared in the NE region as a result of deportations orga-
nized by the central power, like the kızılbaş Turcomans deported by Selim I 
(1512–1520) from Eastern Anatolia to the Deliorman region, or as part of a 
larger process of gradual, constant uncontrolled migration.71 Likewise, in the 
NE zone the Muslims constituted a large majority, while Christians were loose-
ly distributed in the region (2.3 p/km2). Furthermore, the ratio between the 
Muslim and Christian inhabitants of the southern and northeastern zones is 
strikingly comparable. In both cases, Christians constituted about half of the 
Muslim residents in these regions. It is difficult to propose any reliable statistics 
about the rate of Islamization in 1530, but is appears that the greater majority 
of the Muslim residents in NE and S zones must have been native Turks or 
Tatars.72      

While the demographic picture in the first two zones examined above fits 
well into Barkan’s view, the north-central zone (NC) can be seen as a “transi-
tion” toward the opposing thesis forwarded by Todorov. In the NC zone conti-
nuity clearly prevailed, but it went alongside modification and transformation. 
Thus, data from 1530 portrays this section of Danubian Bulgaria as a far more 
densely inhabited region than its southern counterpart. Moreover, more than 

istan’da Osmanlı Dönemi Kentsel Gelişimi ve Mimari Anıtlar (Ankara: T. C. Kültür Bakanlığı 
Yayınları, 2000).   

 70 New towns in the region, established by Muslim colonists for instance are: Tatar Pazarcık 
(mod. Pazardžik), Karlova (mod. Karlovo), Kızanlık (mod. Kazanlăk), Çırpan (mod. Čirpan), 
Yenice-i Zağra (mod. Nova Zagora), Hasköy (mod. Haskovo), Harmalı (mod. Harmanli), 
Cisr-i Mustafa Paşa (mod. Svilengrad), Karın Abad (mod. Karnobat), etc.   

 71 The demographic processes in the region are analyzed by Nikolay Antov, “Imperial Expan-
sion, Colonization, and Conversion to Islam in the Islamic World’s ‘Wilds West’: the For-
mation of the Muslim Community in Ottoman Deliorman (N. E. Bulgaria), 15th–16th cc.” 
(PhD diss., University of Chicago, 2011). 

 72 The rate of Islamization can only be tracked on the basis of detailed tax registers which list 
individual tax payers by name. However, providing even nearly accurate figures for the actual 
numbers of religious converts, which naturally fluctuate in time, for such a large territory is 
no easy task and must fall beyond the scope of the present research.  
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220 thousand Christians, mostly Bulgarians, resided in the relatively intact set-
tlement network. The Christian population had an overwhelming majority, but 
Muslims (60 000), mostly Anatolian settlers, had a sensitive presence in this 
zone. Lying along the Danube, the natural northern border of Ottoman Ru-
melia, the area must have seemed attractive not only to those whose livelihood 
was war, but also to many sedentary urban and rural dwellers. Muslim residents 
settled in all towns and cities in the zone, including Nicopolis, the largest city 
in Bulgaria at this time, but also created new settlements, including several 
towns such as Plevne (mod. Pleven), founded and dominated by the prominent 
Mihaloğlu dynasty of raider commanders, and several others established a little 
later, such as Hezargrad (mod. Razgrad), Eski Cuma’ (mod. Tărgovište), and 
Osman pazarı (mod. Omurtag).73 

If there is a zone in Bulgaria in the 1530s that to a great extent reflects the 
demography of medieval Bulgaria this is undoubtedly the western one. By all 
means its development fully accords with the views forwarded by Todorov. The 
western zone not only housed half of the entire population of the Ottoman Bul-
garia of the day, but its population density of 19.9 p/km2 is fully comparable to 
that of the then Germany, Austria, and Switzerland. The Muslim settlers in the 
zone represent a negligibly small portion in comparison to the half-a-million 
Christian residents in the western part of the country. It is difficult to say with 
any precision how many people lived in the same area during the late Middle 
Ages, but data from the fifteenth-century registers and the census from1530 
strongly suggest that the region passed through the troublesome time of the 
Ottoman conquest and the crusades of 1396 and 1443–1444 relatively intact. 
It is plausible that the western regions attracted a great number of the residents 
of Upper Thrace, which turned into a dangerous and unpleasant place to live 
after the late twelfth century. 

The western zone once again demonstrates the importance of studying de-
mographic processes from both local and larger regional perspectives. If a his-
torian is tempted to make conclusions on the basis of what can be observed 
as demographic situation in the other three zones, he will inevitably fall in a 
trap set by the scarcity of information. Conversely, if general conclusions are 
based solely on data from the western zone, then the results can be danger-
ously misleading. Only when the multiple pieces of one entity are brought 
together can one understand, for instance, the real weight of the western zone 
in the demographic history of Ottoman Bulgaria. This zone, which constitutes 
a quarter of the territory examined in this study, houses more than half of its 
population. Moreover, the Christians who inhabited the western zone not only 

 73 Machiel Kiel authored short articles in Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı İslâm Ansiklopedisi about each 
of these towns, which include the outlines of their development and also a rich bibliography. 
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constituted the larger portion of the entire population of Ottoman Bulgaria 
at that time, but the surplus of their demographic growth would also spread 
to the other zones in the course of the sixteenth century. The high planes and 
mountainous relief of the western part of Bulgaria might have seemed a prom-
ising and safe place when political unrest ravaged the open lowlands, but at the 
turn of the sixteenth and throughout the seventeenth century, when a climatic 
change caused a drop in average temperatures, the higher altitude proved to 
be unfavorable. As a result, the demographic trend of the region shifted, thus 
once more influencing the trends in the other zones. This fact alone points to 
the importance of studying demographic data in the longest possible sequence, 
which will minimize the chance of drastic errors and offers a safer ground for 
generalizing conclusions. 

 Putting the 1530 data of Bulgaria into a larger Balkan context, one faces a 
very logical arrangement. The territory of Bulgaria occupies roughly one fifth of 
the Balkans and its population in the 1530s again constitutes about one fifth of 
the entire Balkan population at the time.74 Two registers dating to 1553–1554 
housed in Topkapı Palace archive in Istanbul provide a good opportunity to 
attempt another rough estimate of the Balkan population in the mid-sixteenth 
century. These documents also allow a large-scale comparison of the fiscal units 
(hane) on which the tahrir and cizye registers are based, thus establishing the 
thesis that cizye hanes, at least in this period, can be identified relatively safely as 
households. Multiplied by the coefficient of 5, as historians do with households 
from tahrir registers, one can estimate the Christian population of any region.

The documents in question were prepared by the Ottoman central admin-
istration because due to the discrepancies between the hijri and solar calendars 
the collection of cizye had fallen behind. The central accounting office ordered 
the renewal of the registers and appointed registrars and scribes who would 
go to the provinces and carry out the new registrations. The documents not 
only list the officials appointed to perform the registrations and the regiments 
to which they belonged, but also offer information about the amount of poll 
tax collected in each individual region (cizye vilâyeti).75 Thus, if the regions 
that cover the territory of Bulgaria in these tevzi cizye registers are taken out of 

 74  Barkan estimated the population of the Balkans in 1520–1530 at 5.2 million. If Istanbul is 
also added, then the total population amounts to 5.5–5.6 million. These estimates became 
the standard core data for all demographic modeling since then. Barkan, “Tarihî Demografi”, 
11, idem, “Essai sur les données statistiques”, 20.   

 75  Digital copies of these documents are available and more easily accessible at the Başbakanlık 
Osmanlı Arşivi. TSMA.d. 10081 0001 & TSMA.d. 3411 0001. See Appendix 4 for com-
plete data on the Balkans. A comparison of the data form these sources with the registers 
published by Barkan and Todorov, dating from the late 1480s and early 1490s, appears very 
promising for further elaboration on the methods of collection of cizye by the Ottoman 
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the whole, it appears that in the 1550s the Ottoman administration collected 
about 128,000 poll tax hane. When this data is compared to the available data 
from the tahrir register from 1530 (163,447 Christian households), it becomes 
apparent that what is included in the cizye register is far lower than the actual 
number of Christian households in the country. However, as Barkan warned 
many years ago, these figures lack the Christian tax-payers who resided in lands 
that belonged to pious foundations (vakıf), because they were registered sepa-
rately.    

Table 4. – Christian population of Bulgaria, 1530 and 1550s

Type Hane Chr. popul. (x 5)

Tahrir from 1530 163,447 817,233

Cizye from the 1550s 128,062 640,310

Vakıf households in BG (1550s–70s) 40,184 200,920

Cizye &Vakıf (1550s) 168,246 841,230

Fortunately, in this case the database assembled for Bulgaria for this article 
allows a relatively easy check that determines how many Christians resided in 
vakıf lands and were therefore excluded from the cizye register for the 1550s. 
In the table above I chose to use data from registers of pious foundations that 
date from the mid-1550s up until the early 1570s, because it is chronological-
ly closer to the cizye register and also accounts for the growth in the interim 
years. Moreover, in the period after 1530, several large pious foundations were 
established in Bulgaria, which must also be taken into account. Thus, the evkaf 
registers reveal that about 40 thousand Christian households resided in the es-
tates of the foundations, which constitutes exactly 20% of the entire Christian 
population of Bulgaria in 1570. Therefore, in order that we come to more re-
alistic figures for the Christian taxpayers, the 128 thousand hane from the cizye 
register from the 1550s must be supplemented by the 40 thousand households 
belonging to the pious foundations. The total of 168 thousand households, or 
a Christian population of about 840 thousand falls very well between the esti-
mates of Christian totals for the 1530 and the 1570s (817,233 and 1,000,470 
respectively).      

These estimates demonstrate that when the number of taxpayers of the pi-
ous foundations are added to the data of the cizye register, it provides very accu-
rate data that can be matched with this from the tahrir records. In this respect, 

administration. Barkan, “894 (1488/1489) Yılı Cizyesi”, Todorov–Velkov, Situation démo-
graphique, Todorov, “Za demografskoto săstojanie”. 
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since both registers provided very similar information regarding the Christian 
taxpayers, it is self-explanatory that the fiscal units used in both registers are 
identical – a simple household. Once this fact is established, one can venture 
to suggest general population figures for the entire Balkans on the basis of the 
cizye register from the 1550s.76 The data of the cizye payers contained in the 
document is supplemented by a presumed 15% of taxpayers from the pious 
foundations, which are missing from the register.77 The estimates of Muslim 
and Jewish taxpayers are based on Barkan’s totals from 1520–1530, which are 
mechanically increased by 10%, the overall estimated growth of the Christian 
population in the interim years. Furthermore, the raw figures of Barkan of 
Istanbul’s population are also supplemented, but the share of Christians regis-
tered in the cizye register is subtracted from Barkan’s totals.78  

Table 5. – Estimated population of the Balkans in the 1550s

Hane Population p/km2

Muslim 300,000 1,500,000 2.8

Christian 912,000 4,500,000 8.9

Jewish 4,500 22,500 0.04

Total 1,216,500 6,022,500 11.8

The estimates above bespeak of the fact that the population of the Balkans was 
growing quickly in the sixteenth century, reaching 6 million in the middle of 
the century. The trend seems to have generally continued, since demographic 
historians suggest that the peninsula’s inhabitants numbered 7 million at the 
turn of the century. 
 The general figures for the Balkan population allow the demographic trend 
of Bulgaria to be placed into a larger framework. Similar to the whole of Europe 
and the Balkans in this period, the inhabitants of Bulgaria were also increasing 
at a very rapid pace. To a great extent this was due to the large natural growth 
of local Muslims and Christians, but it also appears that the population influx, 
a result of continuing migration from Asia Minor, must be taken into account 
too. Between 1530 and 1570 the total inhabitants of Bulgaria increased by 47%, 

 76 The same was attempted for the late fifteenth century in the pioneering effort by Todorov, 
but he did not include in his estimates the portion of taxpayers that belonged to pious foun-
dations and was therefore criticized by Barkan.  

 77 The portion of vakıf taxpayers in Bulgaria in 1550s amounts to 20%, but the territory was 
particularly rich in pious foundations. Therefore, for the rest of the Balkans a smaller per-
centage must be applied -15, or perhaps even smaller. 

 78 Cf. Appendix 4 for individual regions. 
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reaching roughly 1.5 million individuals. It is immediately noticeable, however, 
that the growth was not distributed equally among the four zones of the country. 
While the population in three of the zones increased at a rate ranging between 
55 and 65%, the western zone witnessed a slight growth of only 7.8%. More-
over, the ratio between Muslims and Christians, which in 1530 was 2:1, also 
changed in favor of the Christian population, as in the NE the Christians dou-
bled in number in the interim years. This change can be explained by high natural 
growth, but also by the influx of settlers as a result of internal migration. In seems 
very plausible that the higher density of the Christian inhabitants in the western 
regions of Bulgaria pushed its surplus towards the eastern regions, such as Thrace 
and Dobrudža, which still remained sparsely inhabited, and therefore there was 
abundance of lands that could be reclaimed by these Christian migrants. In all 
probability it cannot be a coincidence that the first steady Christian quarters in 
the hitherto entirely Muslim towns such as Tatar Pazarcık and Eski Zağra in Up-
per Thrace appeared precisely in the same period.79       

Table 6. – Population of Ottoman Bulgaria, 1570s–1610s

1570s 1580s–1590s

Zone Mus Chr Total Density Mus Chr Total Density

West 56,500 522,000 578,500 21.4 56,500 535,000 591,500 21.9

NC 157,000 290,000 447,000 14.7 230,000 458,000 688,000 22.6

NE 100,500 81,000 181,500 11.3 105,000 86,000 191,000 11.9

South 177,000 107,000 284,000 7.5 210,000 118,000 328,000 8.6

BG 491,000 1,000,000 1,491,000 13.7 601,500 1,197,000 1,798,500 16.3

1610s

Zone Mus Chr Total Density

West 43,000 405,000 448,000 16.6

NC 162,000 324,000 486,000 15.9

NE 85,000 63,000 148,000 9.3

South 150,000 116,000 265,000 7.0

BG 440,000 908,000 1,348,000 12.2

Likewise, the rapid growth of the Muslims in the NC zone, who almost tripled 
in the interim years, must also be largely attributed to considerable natural 
growth combined with an intensive influx of Muslim Turks from Asia Minor. 

 79 Bojkov, Tatar Pazardžik, pp. 61–66; idem, “Balkan City or Ottoman City”, pp. 73–74. 
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This zone, for one reason or another, must have appeared particularly attractive 
to the settlers, because its exploding population expansion continued even in 
the 1580s and 1590s, when the trend for the rest of the country showed signs 
of a slowing growth rate. Yet again, except for the natural growth, this process 
must be the result of continuous external and internal migration towards this 
region. The local toponymy in Danubian Bulgaria suggests far greater migra-
tional dynamics than are accounted for in the traditional historiography. Vil-
lage names such as Büyük Filibelüler, Küçük Filibelüler, or Zağralılar, listed 
in the registers of the region of Hezargrad in this period,80 clearly attest to the 
intensive internal migration. The same process is also clearly reflected in the 
general population estimates for the entire country, which reached a total of 
nearly 1.8 million – the highest point in the time span of the present study. 
The NC zone, in which the population density reached 22.6 inhabitants per sq. 
km, turned into the most densely populated area of the Ottoman Bulgaria of 
the day, which makes it comparable to many western European regions of that 
time. Speaking in absolute numbers, the NC zone also exceeded the western 
zone, but the highest number of Christians still remained in the western part 
of the country.  
 The rapid population growth of Bulgaria was disrupted in the late 1590s, 
when the first climatic extremes triggered a demographic trend which seem-
ingly dominated during the entire Little Ice Age period.81 Moreover, the polit-
ical events at the turn of the sixteenth century were especially unfavorable to 
Danubian Bulgaria, which was raided and pillaged by the troops of the Walla-
chian ruler Michael the Brave several times in the period following 1594, and 
especially after 1596. The actual demographic consequences of the numerous 
Wallachian raids are unknown, but the contemporary sources speak of an in-
tentional campaign of killing and carrying the population away en masse. The 
consequences of the so called First Tǎrnovo uprising (1598) are also shrouded 
in obscurity, but Bulgarian historians are inclined to see them as an exodus of 

 80 Machiel Kiel, “H’razgrad – Hezargrad – Razgrad. The Vicissitudes of a Turkish Town in 
Bulgaria (Historical, Demographical Economic and Art Historical Notes),” Turcica 21–23 
(1991): 536.

 81 The climatic history of Bulgaria is a developing field which is expected to provide more 
definitive answers in the future. Recent research on the climatic changes, based on the 
dendrochronologic analysis of samples from Pinus heldreichii taken in the Pirin mountains, 
demonstrates that the first two decades of the seventeenth century were extremely cold, 
the average annual temperatures dropping every year until the mid-1620s, when the trend 
shifted towards a decade of relatively moderate temperatures. The data is part of an ongo-
ing research project of the Dendrology Studies Laboratory of the University of Forestry in 
Sofia. 

  http://dendrologybg.com/dendrochron/index.htm (last accessed 20 January 2015). 
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about 50 000 Bulgarian families, who migrated to Wallachia.82 While there is 
little doubt that all figures for these dramatic events are more than tentative and 
only future, unbiased research can offer more realistic numbers, it is certain that 
the combination of worsening climatic conditions, pillage raids, and social and 
political unrest in Danubian Bulgaria had a lasting negative effect upon the 
demographic trends of the region. Thus, logically the estimates of population 
totals, based on the last tahrir registrations from the early seventeenth century, 
show a significant drop in inhabitants in Bulgaria. After the great population 
boom in the second half of the sixteenth century, the population figures of 
the country returned to levels closer to those of the 1550s. Moreover, the total 
number of inhabitants continued to decline in number rapidly in the course of 
the cold first three decades of the seventeenth century. 

THE POPULATION OF BULGARIA IN THE  
SEVENTEENTH CENTURY

The general demographic trend in the seventeenth-century Ottoman Balkans 
has been debated by historians in the past, who even disagree about whether the 
population actually drops or grows. Bruce McGowen forwarded a hypothesis 
that a dramatic, nearly catastrophic decrease in population took place in the 
Balkans in the course of the seventeenth century.83 Maria Todorova criticized 
the methodology McGowan used to estimate the population totals of the Bal-
kan lands and offered a diametrically opposite opinion on the demographic 
processes. Based on the sources used by McGowen, Todorova argued that if the 
total Balkan population in the seventeenth century declined at all, this must 
have been a small drop, thus completely overruling the idea of a “demographic 
catastrophe”.84 The demographic database for the present article demonstrates 
that in all probability the trend lies somewhere between what McGowen and 
Todorova assert. Based on data assembled for the territory of Bulgaria in the 
seventeenth century, it could be argued that the entire population indeed de-
clined in number, toward the end of the century reaching levels lower than 
those seen in the 1530s. Therefore, the fact that there was a demographic crisis 

 82 Cvetana Georgieva and Nikolaj Genčev, Istoriya na Bălgarija XV–XIX vek (Sofia: Anubis, 
1999), pp. 248–251, Elena Grozdanova and Yoana Spisarevska, “‘Da si zemjata otnemem.’ 
Săprotivitelni izjavi i dviženija na bălgarite”, in Istorija na bălgarite. Tom II – Kăsno srednove-
kovije i Văzraždane, edited by Georgi Markov (Sofia: Trud, 2004), pp. 296–313. 

 83 Bruce McGowan, Economic Life in Ottoman Europe: Taxation, Trade, and Struggle for Land, 
1600–1800 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981).

 84 Maria Todorova, “Was There a Demographic Crisis in the Ottoman Empire in the Seven-
teenth Century?” Études Balkaniques 2 (1988): 55–63.
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in seventeenth-century Bulgaria is beyond question. Moreover, given the sim-
ilarities between the demographic trends of Bulgaria and these of the entire 
Balkans in the previous century, one can quite confidently state that the trend 
for the entire peninsula must have been somewhat comparable. Thus, overrul-
ing the existence of a demographic crisis of the seventeenth-century Balkans, 
as Todorova did, is certainly incorrect, but by no means does the decrease in 
population seem to have had as catastrophic a character as claimed by McGow-
en. The lower figures in McGowen’s work, which seemingly indicate a drastic 
shrinkage of the population, come from his use of the problematic registers for 
the collection of the extraordinary levies registers, in his case in their most con-
densed version. As stated above, the avariz registers, for one reason or another, 
tend to include fewer people than the registers for collecting the cizye tax of the 
non-Muslim taxpayers.85 These huge discrepancies between the two types of 
sources are perceivable at all levels and locations. Unfortunately, even the series 
of detailed avariz registers from the 1640s that cover most of Danubian Bul-
garia and some southern parts of the country and that at a first glance appear 
very promising for demographic studies, proved, when examined in detail and 
compared with the cizye registers, to be highly misleading for demographic pur-
poses. Therefore, even these excellent detailed records must be handled with the 
utmost care and their data must certainly be checked against other contempo-
rary sources.86 Therefore, it would not be an exaggeration to infer that a study 
on population estimates entirely and exclusively based on the avariz registers 
of any kind would inevitably account for a demographic catastrophe that took 
place in the seventeenth century.87 

 85  I addressed the same issue before some of the leading scholars in the field of Ottoman studies 
at the 11th International Congress of the Economic and Social History of Turkey, held in 
Ankara in 2008, “Notes on the reliability of detailed avariz and cizye records for the demo-
graphic history of the Ottoman Empire”. Süleyman Demirci has published a number of 
studies examining the avarizhane registers of several Anatolian provinces. He argues that the 
seemingly inexplicable fluctuations of taxable units reflect the bargain between the central 
administration and local communities and have no relation to the actual population changes: 
Süleyman Demirci, “Demography and History: the Value of the Avârizhâne Registers for 
Demographic Research: A Case Study of the Ottoman Sub-Provinces of Konya, Kayseri and 
Niğde, c. 1620s–1700”, Turcica 38 (2006): 181–211; idem. The Functioning of Ottoman 
Avâriz Taxation: An Aspect of the Relationship Between Centre and Periphery: A Case Study of 
the Province of Karaman, 1621–1700 (Istanbul: The Isis Press, 2009). 

 86 These are, for instance, the mufassal avariz register of Silistra from 1641–1642 (BOA, KK 
2591), two volumes, covering Niğbolu sub-province from 1643–1644 (BOA, TD 771 & 
TD 775), a detailed register that covers part of Upper Thrace from 1658–1659 (BOA, KK 
2628), etc. 

 87 In addition to McGowen’s work, Turan Gökçe, “XVII. Yüzyılda Filibe Şehrinin Demografik 
Gelişimi”, in Uluslararası Osmanlı ve Cumhuriyet Dönemi Türk-Bulgar İlişkileri Sempozyumu 
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 It was indicated above that during the sixteenth century the fiscal units 
(hane) of the cizye registers constituted roughly one simple household. There 
are many reasons to believe that the same was largely true for the greater part of 
the seventeenth century, prior the cizye reform of 1691.88 Comparing the data 
on hane density from the last tahrir registration (1614) and cizye registers from 
the 1610s to the 1640s in the southern zone, one finds very similar results – 0.6 
hane/km2 in the tahrir against 0.7 hane/km2 in the cizye registers. The results for 
the NE zone (0.8 vs. 0.9 hane/km2) are likewise very similar and therefore fully 
comparable. In light of this almost perfect concurrence of the spread of the 
taxable units, it is likely that the Ottoman administration continued its practice 
from the previous century according to which the cizye tax was distributed on 
the basis of households. In all probability, that was true predominantly for the 
rural areas, because some towns and cities showed inexplicable discrepancies, 
which indicates that there must have been special arrangements applied on a 
local, perhaps urban, level.89

The data on the Christian population in seventeenth-century Ottoman Bul-
garia indicate that there was an overall decline in taxpayers. The process was 
gradual and continued throughout the entire century. Thus, after the 1670s, 
the total population of the country shrank to under one million inhabitants.

Table 7. – Estimated population of Bulgaria in the seventeenth century 

Date Chr. Hane Christ. Est. Mus Total Density

1610s–1640s 132,000 660,000 440,000 1,100,000 9.9

1640s–1660s 117,000 585,000 464,000 1,049,000 9.5

1670s 99,000 495,000 445,000 940,000 8.5

1680s 94,000 470,000 464,000 934,000 8.4

Results displayed in the table and the graph above indicate quite clearly that 
after reaching its peak in the 1580s–1590s, the population of Bulgaria began 
to shrink. The general drop in population was uneven however. The decrease in 
Christians was faster than that in Muslims, which must probably be attribut-

11–13 Mayıs 2005. Bildiriler Kitabı, edited by Meral Bayrak et al. (Eskişehir: Osmangazi 
Üniversitesi, 2005), pp. 49–64 is another good example of a study that accounts for the 
“demographic catastrophe” of Plovdiv’s population in the seventeenth century on the basis 
of the data from the avariz registers. Needless to say, when compared to the series of cizye 
registers it becomes obvious that such a catastrophe never took place. 

 88 For the reform, see Kiel, “Remarks on the Administration of the Poll Tax”, 84–85 and pas-
sim, McGowan, Economic Life, pp. 80–83.  

 89 For further argumentation and examples of local variations, see Bojkov, Tatar Pazardžik, pp. 
87–94. 
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Graph 1. – Estimated population totals for Bulgaria (1530–1680s) 

Graph 2. – Zonal trends of the population of Bulgaria (1530–1680s) 
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ed to the intensified Islamization in the course of the seventeenth century.90 
Moreover, like in the preceding century, when some regions grew at the ex-
pense of others, in the course of the seventeenth century it was the southern 
region, especially the flat plane of Thrace, that attracted settlers from the rest 
of the country. Thus, while the population of the western zone shriveled, in 
the southern zone it remained seemingly quite stable. This stability, however, is 
illusive, because it was not due to larger growth, but to the constant influx of 
population predominantly from the western parts of the country.   

Table 8. – Christian Population of Ottoman Bulgaria in the seventeenth century 

1610s–1640s 1640s–1660s

Zone Hane Inhab. Hane Inhab.

West 58,000 290,000 45,000 225,000

NC 32,000 160,000 30,000 150,000

NE 15,000 75,000 16,000 80,000

South 27,000 135,000 26,000 130,000

BG 132,000 660,000 117,000 585,000

1670s 1680s

Zone Hane Inhab. Hane Inhab.

West 35,000 175,000 30,000 150,000

NC 25,000 125,000 27,000 135,000

NE 12,000 60,000 12,000 60,000

South 27,000 135,000 25,000 125,000

BG 99,000 495,000 94,000 470,000

The cizye registers of the western zone contain multiple notes left by the Ot-
toman officials sanctioning the reduction of the amount of cizye tax due to 
the flight of local population. This process is particularly visible in the regions 
located at a higher average altitude, where the worsening climatic conditions 
must have caused regular harvest failures, thus forcing the local residents to 
abandon their settlements and move to Thrace in search of a better livelihood 
or even survival. My observations on the settlements on the territory of Upper 
Thrace show that a large number of hitherto Muslim villages were settled by 
Christians in the course of the seventeenth century. Whenever local historians 

 90 Anton Minkov, Conversion to Islam in the Balkans: Kisve Bahası Petitions and Ottoman Social 
Life, 1670–1730 (Leiden–Boston: Brill, 2004), pp. 28–63. 
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tracked the roots of their ancestors, it often turned out that these are predomi-
nantly migrants from the higher planes of the western part of Bulgaria. Except 
for relocation, conversion to Islam was also perceived as means of survival in 
these regions during the troubled period of global cooling. The heavier burden 
of taxation on the Christians must at some point have become unbearable for 
many, since the entire seventeenth century is a period with a much greater 
Islamization rate, especially in high altitude regions.91 In result of this process, 
which certainly began earlier, entire districts of Bulgaria converted almost en-
tirely to Islam in the course of the seventeenth century.92       

The dynamic internal migration during the seventeenth century lead to a 
more proportionate distribution of the Christian population in Ottoman Bul-
garia. Thus, toward the 1680s three of the zones in the country had about 
120–150 thousand Christian residents. Only the NE zone remained more 
sparsely inhabited, which must be attributed to its geography and also to the 
cooler climate in comparison to Thrace. Taken as a whole, the book by Elena 
Grozdanova, which is the sole monographic study on the population of Bul-
garia in the seventeenth century to date, falls short of understanding most of 
the demographic dynamics in the country.93 Grozdanova’s sample of registers is 
much smaller; hence the author missed some of the crucial shortcomings of the 
sources. In this respect, despite the many other merits of her publication, the 
comparison of the population estimates she presents and the database compiled 
for the present paper shows that Grozdanova’s work tends to offer much smaller 
numbers for most regions. This fact alone seriously calls into question the reli-
ability of her estimates and the validity of her general conclusions.94     
 The sample for the period after the cizye reform of 1691 remain incom-
plete, because I was unable to find extant registers for several important prov-
inces. It is quite possible that these registers might “show up” in the archives 

 91 Raduev, Pomacite, pp. 385–392. 
 92 Machiel Kiel, “La diffusion de l’Islam dans les campagnes bulgares à l’époque ottomane 

(XVe–XIXe s.): colonisation et conversion”, Revue des mondes musulmans et de la Méditerranée 
66:1 (1992): 39–53 and the expanded version of this paper, focusing on some of the histor-
ical myths about the process of Islamization in Bulgaria, idem, “Razprostranenie na islyama 
v bălgarskoto selo prez osmanskata epoha (XV–XVIII v.): kolonizacija i islamizacija”, in 
Musyulmanskata kultura po bălgarskite zemi, vol. 2, edited by Rosica Gradeva and Svetlana 
Ivanova (Sofia: IMIR, 1998), pp. 56–125. 

 93 Grozdanova, Bălgarskata narodnost prez XVII vek.
 94 For the present study, it is not necessary to further develop this point. This can be done in a 

separate publication closely comparing the sets of information region by region. Neverthe-
less, this point is intended to demonstrate the huge responsibility carried by historians who 
offer population estimates. As I noted in the introductory part of this article, one must either 
accept and trust the statistical information presented by a certain author or simply return to 
the primary sources and basically do the same research in order to check the figures. 
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in Istanbul or Sofia in a deeper and luckier search, but for the moment they 
are inaccessible to me. My inability to compile a full set of registers from the 
post-reform period, which according to prescriptions were to be executed in 
more canonical fashion, i.e. including all adult male non-Muslims, forced me 
to abandon the idea of presenting population estimates on the basis of these 
sources. Moreover, in spite of the administrative prescriptions and a seemingly 
more organized impression, the post-1691 cizye are not without their prob-
lems either. Careful comparison of a series of such records shows significant 
discrepancies, which indicates a serious potential problem when they are used 
for historical demography. Besides, for the moment it is very difficult, if not 
completely impossible, to define a meaningful multiplayer that will turn their 
data into inhabitants. It rests on future studies involving larger collections of 
such registers for different parts of the Balkans, to lead us to a better under-
standing of the nature of these sources and better use of their huge potential 
for estimates of population totals. Hence, in the hope that my research may be 
beneficial to those who will study these sources in the future, I condensed the 
information of the post-1691 cizye registers into a database that offers results 
in Ottoman fiscal units.95 My inability to fully comprehend the logic behind 
the compilation of the post-reform cizyes and the lack of a full set of docu-
ments covering of the country forced me to leave the analyses of the post-1691 
data to scholars who are more skilled than I. 

CONCLUSION

The Ottoman conquest and the subsequent rule of the Balkans is a historical 
period that bears the uneasy ideological and emotional burden of the greater 
portion of scholarly writings to date. The lack of a systematic collective academ-
ic effort in studying this period of the Balkan past more profoundly opened a 
wide room for politically or nationally motivated inspirations which shaped the 
perception of a number of generations. It seems that it falls to our modernity 
to propose a more conciliatory approach towards this period that is exclusively 
based on unbiased, genuine academic research free as possible from any ideo-
logical burden. The contributions in this volume will hopefully make a modest 
step in this direction, demonstrating once more the importance of interdisci-
plinary cooperation. 

The chief question of this paper about the human cost of the Ottoman 
conquest of the Balkans can only be answered satisfactorily when a series of 

 95 See Appemdix 3. Table 8. – Incomplete information on some of Bulgaria’s cizye vilâyets in the 
1690s (many after the reform of 1691).
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studies presenting relatively accurate demographic information about differ-
ent localities in the late medieval Balkans become available. This information 
can be compared with the extant Ottoman tax registers and other primary 
sources, on the basis of which one can offer a better-argued assessment on the 
destructiveness of the conquest. Evidently, this must be a collective effort, since 
the research requires a high degree of proficiency in different fields, something 
rarely encountered in an individual scholar. Moreover, reconstructing the entire 
mosaic of late medieval and Ottoman-era demographic history, fitting together 
pieces of different sizes, is an intricate task. We need to take numerous system-
atic steps in this direction before the entire picture is completed.

My efforts in studying the demographic history of Ottoman Bulgaria in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries aimed at offering one such small piece that 
will hopefully contribute to a better understanding of the demographic pro-
cesses in the Balkans as a whole. There are several major conclusions that can 
be put forward on the basis of the analysis of Bulgaria’s population estimates. 
It is of vital importance that one examines the region of study in as much local 
detail as possible while juxtaposing the statistical information thus obtained 
with as wide a region as possible. This, to a great extent, reduces the chance of 
errors and compensates for the shortcomings of the sources which must be used 
in the longest possible series. 

The study on the population of Bulgaria also demonstrates that some estab-
lished or recent concepts do pass inspection. In spite of the increasing number 
of respected scholars who claim that Ottoman tax registers are practically useless 
for demographic studies, the database assembled for the territory of present-day 
Bulgaria demonstrates that, when carefully used by qualified researchers, these 
sources have enormous potential and the quality of their information for the 
general population estimates is by no means inferior to most of the western 
European sources. Certainly, the Ottoman tax registers are not without their 
problems when used for demographic history, but their limitations can be over-
come if scholars handle them with the necessary degree of precision and in ac-
cordance with certain basic principles. Furthermore, the statistics for Bulgaria’s 
population demonstrated far greater internal mobility than scholarship is gen-
erally inclined to perceive. The ideas of Marxist historiography that portrayed 
the taxpayers as attached to land were overcome long ago, but hardly any study 
suggests mobility on the scale witnessed in sixteenth and seventeenth-century 
Bulgaria. Above all, the present study on Bulgaria’s population confirms and 
supplements what is already known about the demographic trends of the Ot-
toman Empire. Similar to other parts of the empire, the sixteenth century was 
a period of rapid demographic growth for Bulgaria too. We have no general 
figures for the first years of the sixteenth century, but it is fairly safe to suggest 
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that in the course of the century, as in many other locations, the population 
of Bulgaria doubled in number. At the turn of the sixteenth century the trend 
clearly shifted downward. Leaving aside the population losses caused by the 
unrest in the 1590s, the entire population of Bulgaria clearly declined through-
out the seventeenth century. The pace of this decline can hardly be labeled a 
“catastrophe”, but it was evidently a full-scale demographic crisis. 

To claim that the demographic trends observed in Bulgaria can be repre-
sentative of the entire Balkans must be incorrect. Nevertheless, a number of 
similarities between what is known about general population estimates of the 
Balkans and Bulgaria suggest that the processes examined in Bulgaria can be 
seen as indicative of the rest of the Balkans. After all, the statistical information 
in this article covers 1/5 of the territory of the peninsula, which is hardly a 
negligible part of it.       
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APPENDIX 1: LIST OF SOURCES

Date Type Call no. 
1444–1445 tahrir icmal MAD 525
1444–1445 tahrir icmal D 707
1444–1445 tahrir icmal OAK 52/59
1455 tahrir icmal İBK MC. O 90
1466 tahrir mufassal MAD 35
1466 tahrir mufassal MAD 342
1466 tahrir mufassal MAD 549
1468–1469 tahrir icmal MAD 18
1472 akıncı �� 17/27
1472 akıncı OAK 94/73
1477 tahrir icmal OAK 265/27
1479–1480 tahrir icmal OAK 45/29
1483–1484 tahrir icmal MAD 1
1483–1485 tahrir icmal Hk 12/9
1483–1485 tahrir icmal �� 20/1
1485 tahrir mufassal TD 20
1489 tahrir mufassal TD 26
1530 tahrir icmal TD167
1530 tahrir icmal TD370
1550–1551 tahrir mufassal TD267
1550–1555 tahrir mufassal TD416
1550–1555 evkaf mufassal TD416
1550–1555 tahrir mufassal TD498
1552–1553 cizye tevzi TSMA.d. 

10081 0001
1566–1567 tahrir mufassal TD542
1569–1570 tahrir mufassal TD483
1570 tahrir mufassal TD492
1570 tahrir mufassal TD494
1572–1573 tahrir mufassal TD521
1579–1580 evkaf mufassal TD713
1579–1580 tahrir mufassal TD718
1595 tahrir mufassal TD651
1596 tahrir mufassal TD1001
1596 evkaf mufassal TD470
1596 tahrir mufassal TD539
1596 tahrir mufassal TD566
1597–1598 tahrir mufassal TD688
1604–1605 cizye mufassal MAD 1403
1606 cizye mufassal MAD 1343
1610 cizye mufassal MAD 1101
1611–1612 cizye mufassal MAD 1070

Date Type Call no. 
1611–1612 cizye mufassal MAD 15246
1614 tahrir mufassal TT 729
1614 cizye ziyade �. 88A, a.e. 243
1614–1615 cizye ziyade �. 119, a.e. 154
1614–1615 cizye ziyade �. 79, a.e. 988
1616–1617 cizye muhasebe �. 213A, a.e. 5
1616–1617 cizye muhasebe �.213A, a.e. 6
1619–1619 cizye icmal OAK 89/57
1621–1622 cizye icmal �� 24/32
1622–1622 cizye mufassal MAD 15224
1622–1623 cizye mufassal MAD 15219
1623–1625 cizye icmal 	
. 3/5
1624 cizye icmal �. 20A, a.e. 269
1624 cizye icmal �. 73, a.e. 14
1625 cizye mufassal MAD 1466
1625 cizye mufassal MAD 1538
1625–1626 cizye muhasebe �. 141A, a.e. 186
1625–1626 cizye icmal �. 75A, a.e. 196
1626–1627 cizye icmal �. 138, a.e. 65
1627 cizye mufassal MAD 1453
1628 cizye mufassal MAD 6636
1628 cizye icmal O� 14/23
1628–1629 avariz icmal MAD 15211
1635 cizye icmal �. 88, a.e. 50
1636 cizye icmal �. 126, a.e. 4
1636–1637 cizye muhasebe �. 181A, a.e. 99
1637–1638 cizye zevaid 

voynuk
�. 145A, a.e. 73

1638 cizye muhasebe Kc 8/12
1638–1639 cizye icmal �. 179, a.e. 185
1639 cizye icmal OAK 89/57
1639 cizye muhasebe �. 125, a.e. 30
1639 cizye muhasebe �. 140A, a.e. 101
1639 cizye muhasebe �. 159, a.e. 68
1639 cizye muhasebe �. 181A, a.e. 102
1639 cizye muhasebe �. 28A, a.e. 102
1639 cizye muhasebe �. 29A, a.e. 120
1639–1640 cizye mufassal MAD 1903
1639–1640 cizye icmal �. 25A, a.e. 81
1640 cizye mufassal MAD 7433
1640 cizye icmal B� 124/4
1640 cizye icmal �. 156A, a.e. 364
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Date Type Call no. 
1641–1642 avariz icmal D.MKF 27465
1641–1642 avariz icmal KK 2596
1641–1642 avariz mufassal KK 2591
1642 cizye mufassal MAD 1422
1642 cizye mufassal Kc 10/10 
1642 cizye muhasebe �. 119, a.e. 1739
1642 cizye mufassal �. 162, a.e. 29
1642–1643 cizye icmal �. 159A, a.e. 72
1642–1643 cizye muhasebe �. 162A, a.e. 37
1642–1643 cizye icmal �. 29, a.e. 930
1642–1643 cizye icmal �. 73A, a.e. 23
1642–1643 avariz mufassal TT 775
1642–1643 avariz mufassal TT 771
1643 cizye muhasebe �. 213A, a.e. 12
1643–1644 cizye mufassal MAD 1054
1643–1644 cizye mufassal MAD 15096
1643–1644 cizye muhasebe Cm 3/2
1643–1644 cizye muhasebe �. 117A, a.e. 93
1644–1645 cizye muhasebe �. 156, a.e. 370
1645–1646 cizye muhasebe C� 26/8
1645–1646 cizye icmal �. 1A, a.e. 22382
1645–1646 cizye muhasebe �. 29, a.e. 122
1646–1647 cizye muhasebe �. 162A, a.e. 382
1647 cizye mufassal MAD 1431
1647–1648 cizye mufassal MAD 1219
1647–1648 cizye muhasebe �. 162A, a.e. 75
1649 cizye mufassal MAD 1560
1649–1650 cizye mufassal MAD 4866
1650 cizye icmal MAD 1566
1650–1651 cizye icmal MAD 15039
1650–1651 cizye icmal MAD 15203
1651 cizye icmal �� 17/28
1651–1652 cizye icmal MAD 15097
1652–1653 cizye icmal MAD 1040
1654–1655 cizye icmal MAD 15199
1654–1655 cizye muhasebe �. 126A, a.e. 87
1654–1655 cizye zevaid 

voynuk
�. 162A, a.e. 401

1654–1655 cizye muhasebe �. 72, a.e. 1
1655–1656 cizye icmal MAD 1049
1655–1656 cizye icmal MAD 15189
1655–1656 cizye icmal MAD 15604
1656–1657 cizye icmal R1, 
. 286, 

�oK. II-29a.

Date Type Call no. 
1657 cizye muhasebe �. 26A, a.e. 2131
1658–1659 cizye icmal MAD 15198
1658–1659 avariz mufassal KK 2628
1661 cizye icmal MAD 1598
1661–1662 cizye icmal �. 162, a.e. 42
1662–1663 cizye icmal MAD 2937
1662–1663 cizye muhasebe �. 117, a.e. 272
1663–1663 cizye icmal �. 112, a.e. 627
1664–1665 cizye icmal MAD 15057
1664–1665 cizye ziyade OAK 127/7
1664–1665 cizye muhasebe OAK 127/7
1664–1665 cizye icmal 	
 2/1
1664–1665 cizye muhasebe �. 165A, a.e. 115
1665 cizye icmal �. 121A, a.e. 1172
1665–1666 cizye muhasebe �. 137, a.e. 119
1666 cizye icmal C
. 6/22
1666 cizye icmal �. 156A, a.e. 833
1666–1667 cizye icmal MAD 15058
1667–1668 cizye ziyade �. 88A, a.e. 274
1668 cizye icmal MAD 5377
1668 cizye muhasebe �. 162A, a.e. 644
1670 cizye icmal �. 117A, a.e. 102
1670–1671 cizye ziyade �. 139, a.e. 9
1670–1671 cizye ziyade �. 88A, a.e. 274
1672–1673 avariz icmal MAD 6619
1672–1673 cizye ziyade �. 88A, a.e. 278
1673 cizye icmal �. 165A, a.e. 15
1674 cizye mufassal MAD 3487
1676 cizye mufassal MAD 3653
1676–1677 cizye muhasebe �. 137, a.e. 119
1676–1677 cizye icmal �. 165A, a.e. 15
1677–1678 cizye muhasebe �. 1A, a.e. 22589
1678–1679 cizye mufassal MAD 15072
1678–1679 cizye ziyade �. 116A, a.e. 39
1683–1684 cizye icmal MAD 15202
1684–1685 cizye icmal MAD 15102
1684–1685 cizye icmal MAD 15206
1685–1685 cizye mufassal BH 31/4
1685–1686 cizye mufassal MAD 3621
1685–1686 cizye mufassal MAD 7395
1686–1687 avariz mufassal D.MKF 27581
1686–1687 avariz icmal D.MKF 27614
1686–1687 cizye icmal MAD 15161
1686–1687 cizye ziyade �. 88A, a.e. 285
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Date Type Call no. 
1686–1687 cizye ziyade �. 88A, a.e. 833
1687–1688 cizye icmal MAD 15009
1687–1688 cizye icmal MAD 15017
1687–1688 cizye icmal MAD 15021
1687–1688 cizye icmal MAD 15027
1687–1688 cizye icmal MAD 15036
1687–1688 cizye icmal MAD 15046
1687–1688 cizye icmal MAD 15052
1687–1688 cizye icmal MAD 15138
1687–1688 cizye icmal MAD 15140
1687–1688 cizye icmal MAD 15196
1688–1688 cizye icmal MAD 14891
1688 cizye icmal MAD 15141
1688 cizye icmal �. 142, a.e. 55
1689–1690 cizye icmal �. 128A, a.e. 20
1689–1690 cizye icmal �. 162, a.e. 28
1690–1691 cizye mufassal D.CMH 26636
1690–1691 cizye mufassal MAD 2994
1690–1691 cizye mufassal MAD 3312
1690–1691 cizye mufassal MAD 3630
1690–1691 cizye mufassal MAD 4023
1690–1692 cizye mufassal MAD 3506
1691 cizye mufassal MAD 1244
1691–1692 cizye mufassal D.CMH 26652
1691–1692 cizye mufassal D.CMH 26654
1691–1692 cizye mufassal D.CMH 26657
1691–1692 avariz mufassal KK 2740
1691–1692 cizye mufassal MAD 3492

Date Type Call no. 
1691–1692 cizye mufassal MAD 3801
1692 cizye mufassal D.CMH 26651
1692–1693 cizye mufassal MAD 1203
1692–1693 cizye mufassal MAD 1291
1692–1693 cizye mufassal MAD 15928
1692–1693 cizye mufassal MAD 3431
1692–1693 cizye mufassal MAD 3763
1693–1693 cizye mufassal D.CMH 26659
1693 cizye mufassal D.CMH 26661
1693–1694 avariz icmal D.MKF 27722
1693–1694 cizye mufassal MAD 1301
1693–1694 cizye mufassal MAD 3673
1693–1695 avariz icmal D.MKF 27724
1694 cizye mufassal D.CMH 26668
1694 cizye mufassal D.CMH 26680
1694–1695 cizye mufassal MAD 1275
1694–1695 avariz mufassal MAD 2740
1695 cizye mufassal D.CMH 26679
1695 avariz mufassal MAD 3604
1695–1696 cizye mufassal MAD 3658
1696–1697 cizye mufassal MAD 1196
1696–1697 cizye mufassal MAD 1273
1696–1697 cizye mufassal MAD 3460
1696–1697 cizye mufassal MAD 6052
1696–1697 cizye mufassal D.CMH 26692
1697–1698 cizye mufassal MAD 3652
1698 cizye mufassal D.CMH 26696

Grigor Boykov

Some of the sources are published in various editions, such as Nikolay Todorov and Boris Ned-
kov, eds., Izvori za bălgarskata istoriya. Turski izvori za bălgarskata istoriya, seriya XV–XVI, vol. 
2 (Sofia: Bălgarska Akademiya na Naukite, 1966); Dušanka Bojanić-Lukać, Vidin i Vidinskiyat 
sandžak prez 15–16 vek: dokumenti ot arhivite na Tsarigrad i Ankara (Sofia: Nauka i izkustvo, 
1975); Strashimir Dimitrov, Elena Grozdanova and Stefan Andreev, Izvori za bălgarskata istoriya. 
Turski izvori za bălgarskata istoriya, vol. 7 (Sofia: Bălgarska Akademiya na Naukite, 1986); Ru-
men Kovachev, Opis na Nikopolskiya sandžak ot 80-te godini na XV vek (Sofia: Narodna Bibliote-
ka Sv. Sv. Kiril i Metodiy, 1997); Elena Grozdanova, Turski izvori za bălgarskata istoriya (Sofia: 
Glavno Upravlenie na Arhivite, 2001); Halil İnalcık, Evgeni Radushev and Uğur Altuğ, transls. 
and eds., 1445 Tarihli Paşa Livâsı İcmal Defteri (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu, 2013)
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Map 2. Population density 1530

Map 3. Population density 1570s

Grigor Boykov
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Map 4. Population density 1580s–1590s

Map 5. Population density 1610s
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Map 6. Population density 1610s–1640s

Map 7. Population density 1640s–1660s

Grigor Boykov
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Map 8. Population density 1670s

Map 8. Population density 1680s
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APPENDIX 3:

Table 1 – Population density of Bulgaria in the 16th c. (inhabitants per km2)

1530 1570s

Zone M Chr Total M Chr Total

West 1.4 18.5 19.9 2.1 19.3 21.4

NC 2.0 7.2 9.2 5.2 9.5 14.7

NE 4.5 2.3 6.9 6.3 5.0 11.3

South 3.2 1.6 4.8 4.7 2.8 7.5

BG 2.8 7.4 10.2 4.6 9.2 13.7

1580s–1590s 1610s

Zone M Chr Total M Chr Total

West 2.1 19.8 21.9 1.6 15.0 16.6

NC 7.5 15.0 22.6 5.3 10.6 15.9

NE 6.6 5.4 11.9 5.3 4.0 9.3

South 5.5 3.1 8.6 4.0 3.1 7.0

BG 5.4 10.8 16.3 4.1 8.2 12.2

Table 2 – Incomplete information about some of Bulgaria’s cizye vilâyets in the 
1690s (many after the reform from 1691)

Vilâyet Nefer Vilâyet Nefer

West NC

Breznik 585 Eski Cuma’ 290

Dupniçe 2997 Hezargrad 2756

İznebol 951 Hotaliç 761

İhtiman 353 İvraca 1204

Köstendil 1884 Lofça 4401

Petriç 819 Osman pazarı 1666

Polomiye 445 Plevne 4131

Razlog 901 Rahova 1263

Samako 4053 Ruşçuk 11796

Vidin 643 Tırnovi 9381

Şumnu 1950

Ziştovi 3538

Grigor Boykov
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Vilâyet Nefer Vilâyet Nefer

South NE

Akça Kızanlık 2770 Balçık 2065

Çırpan 2248 Hacıoğlu pazarı 1012

Eski Zağra 2663 Misivri 822

Filibe 21532 Prevadi 3236

İslimiye 2447 Silistre 2363

Tatar pazarı 10968 Varna 1634

Yeni Zağra 2393 Yeni pazarı 1196

APPENDIX 4:  
BALKANS IN THE CIZYE REGISTERS FROM 1553–1554

Cizye vilâyet Hane Inhab.

Ağrafa 4977 24885

Ağrafa (tetime-i) 4484 22420

Ağriboz 4807 24035

Ahıyolu 6354 31770

Akçahisar 5229 26145

Alacahisar 2419 12095

Alacahisar 
(zevayid voynugan)

1098 5490

Alasonya 4720 23600

Alasonya (tetime-i) 5011 25055

Angelikasri 5901 29505

Argirikasri 5068 25340

Argirikasri (tetime-i) 4949 24745

Arhos 5557 27785

Arnavud (hasha-i) 3042 15210

Asprapotam 4294 21470

Atina 6616 33080

Avlonya 4472 22360

Avrethisarı 6707 33535

Aya Mavra 3976 19880

Aydonat 2740 13700

Cizye vilâyet Hane Inhab.

Balyabadra 3632 18160

Belgrad-i Arnavud 4406 22030

Belgrad-i Ungurus 3797 18985

Berkofça 7310 36550

Bosna (rüsüm-i 
eflâkan-i)

4038 20190

Bosna (voynugan 
ve martolosan)

844 4220

Bosna (baştine-i 
akıncıyan)

1121 5605

Brevnik 4009 20045

Brod 4059 20295

Cibriler (eflâkan) 2621 13105

Çitroz 2870 14350

Delvine 7122 35610

Delvine (tetime-i) 5763 28815

Depedelen 3119 15595

Dibri 3728 18640

Dibri (tetime-i) 3595 17975

Dilpoçiçe? 4149 20745

Drama 5228 26140

Dukagin 2323 11615

The Human Cost of Warfare
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Cizye vilâyet Hane Inhab.

Dupniçe 5371 26855

Edirne 5439 27195

Edirne (tetime-i) 5428 27140

Fener 5416 27080

Filibe 8014 40070

Florine 6790 33950

Foça 3845 19225

Girebine 4450 22250

Gorajde 3552 17760

Görice 4306 21530

Gümülcine 4873 24365

Hırsova 
(tetime-i Silistre)

3826 19130

Holomiç 3429 17145

Hurpişte 3775 18875

Hurpişte (tetime-i) 3049 15245

İlbasan 2596 12980

İnebahtı  
(hasha-i İnebahtı)

1334 6670

İpek 3814 19070

İpek 3712 18560

İskarapar 3848 19240

İskenderiye 1007 5035

İskradin (eflâkan) 1032 5160

İstanbul 1130 5650

İstanbul 
(hasha-i İstanbul)

3458 17290

İstanbul (tetime-i) 9734 48670

İştib 9509 47545

İstife 5457 27285

İvranya 5838 29190

İzdin 5830 29150

İznebol 5175 25875

İzvornik (eflâkan-i) 7132 35660

Kalaverta 4819 24095

Cizye vilâyet Hane Inhab.

Kalaverta (tetime-i) 5281 26405

Kalkandelen 4188 20940

Karadağ 3802 19010

Karaferiye 3941 19705

Kartina 3351 16755

Kartina (tetime-i) 3240 16200

Kerbeneş 4262 21310

Kesriye 4885 24425

Kırçova 5174 25870

Kızılhisar 5199 25995

Kobaş (eflâkan) 3339 16695

Köprülü 6115 30575

Koron 2474 12370

Köstendil (Ilıca-i) 7192 35960

Köstendil 
(zevayid voynugan)

3652 18260

Koznik 2475 12375

Kratova 7501 37505

Lap 3764 18820

Livadiya 5087 25435

Lofça 6734 33670

Losinçe 6102 30510

Malakas 4353 21765

Maleşeva 5274 26370

Manastır 3556 17780

Manastır (tetime-i) 3438 17190

Mat 1261 6305

Menlik 5144 25720

Mezakiye 4120 20600

Mezistre 5292 26460

Morihova 3735 18675

Morova 6533 32665

Mostar 2978 14890

Moton 6289 31445

Grigor Boykov
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Cizye vilâyet Hane Inhab.

Narda 7566 37830

Nevesin (eflâjan-i) 2514 12570

Nevrekob 3024 15120

Nevrekob 
(rüsüm-i bagat-i)

4778 23890

Nevrekob (tetime-i) 3214 16070

Niğbolu 5939 29695

Niğbolu 
(hasha-i Niğbolu)

2364 11820

Niş 4121 20605

Nova Bırda 5329 26645

Nova ve Prepolye  
(rüsüm-i eflâkan-i)

8121 40605

Ohri 5309 26545

Öziçe 7205 36025

Petriç 3934 19670

Petroş 4747 23735

Pirlepe 3708 18540

Podgoriçe 4953 24765

Pojega 
(rüsüm-i eflâkan-i)

6523 32615

Premedi 4050 20250

Prepolye 8121 40605

Prespa 4279 21395

Prevadi 6586 32930

Priştine 4728 23640

Prizrin 2928 14640

Radomir 4546 22730

Resava 5022 25110

Salta 4757 23785

Samako 6042 30210

Şehirköy 5600 28000

Selânik 6114 30570

Selânik 
(Yahudiyan)

3547 17735

Cizye vilâyet Hane Inhab.

Semendire 1984 9920

Serfice 5210 26050

Sidrekapsi 
(tetime-i Avrethisarı)

5318 26590

Sidrekapsi 
(tetime-i Selânik)

4201 21005

Silistre 5070 25350

Silivri 2357 11785

Sirebreniçe 5765 28825

Sirem 
(rüsüm-i eflâkan-i)

11894 59470

Siroz 4177 20885

Siroz 
(rüsüm-i bagat-i)

3078 15390

Siroz (tetime-i) 4174 20870

Şişan 6141 30705

Sofya 5007 25035

Sofya (kıptiyan) 2729 13645

Sofya (tetime-i) 4086 20430

Süzebolu 5073 25365

Süzebolu (tetime-i) 5176 25880

Timurhisar 6884 34420

Tırhala 3835 19175

Tırnovi 6821 34105

Ürgüb 2509 12545

Üsküb 6262 31310

Ustrumca 4670 23350

Vidin 4767 23835

Vidin (eflâkan-i) 4754 23770

Vidin (tetime-i) 2993 14965

Vişegrad 5048 25240

Visoka 6475 32375

Vize 3405 17025

Vulçitrın 4357 21785

Vulkaşin 2974 14870

The Human Cost of Warfare
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Cizye vilâyet Hane Inhab.

Yanya 2565 12825

Yanya 
(gebran-i eşkinciyan)

3409 17045

Yanya 
(tetime-i eşkinciyan)

3379 16895

Yenice-i Vardar 3369 16845

Yenipazar 5484 27420

Yenişehir 4256 21280

Zıhna 7230 36150

*Unidentified 3970 19850

Total 793,399 3,984,285

Grigor Boykov























































































Old Questions, Old Clichés.  
New Approaches, New Results?1

The Case of Moldavia2

Ş t e f a n  S .  G o r o v e i
M a r i a  M a g d a l e n a  S z é k e l y

For the history of the Romanian people, relations with the Ottoman Empire 
represent one of its basic chapters, if we only consider the very long period of 
time of its development (over four centuries) and the fact that they constituted 
the very frame in which this history had to develop. Nevertheless, Romanian 
historiography is yet to provide any large detailed reconstruction of the rela-
tionship with the Ottoman Empire, or of a fairly complete publication of the 
sources. It is a frustrating reality that makes the origin of some interpretation 
often improbable, if not incoherent, both of the sources and of the facts. This 
is the situation with which we have often been confronted throughout our 

 1 A first form of this report was published under the title “Autour des relations moldo-ot-
tomanes,” Medieval and Early Modern Studies for Central and Eastern Europe 5 (2013): 
pp. 149–191. Later, certain aspects were detailed and deepened in the reports: “Moldova 
şi Sublima Poartă. Opinii, clişee, controverse” (paper presented at the annual meeting of 
the “N. Iorga” Institute of History, Bucharest, 5 December 2013) and “Moldova şi primul 
ei haraci. Izvoare şi opinii” (paper presented at the “N. Iorga” Institute of History, The 
“Central Europe, Romanian Principalities and the Black Sea” Programme, Bucharest, 20 
February 2014). Some of the new conclusions were incorporated in the present text.

  Some hold that the Danubian Principalities were Balkan states too. On this issue and, more 
generally, on defining the Balkans as a geopolitical space, see Barbara Jelavich, History of 
the Balkans, vol. 1, Eighteen and Nineteenth Centuries (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1983), passim; Maria Todorova, “The Balkans: From Discovery to Invention,” Slavic 
Review 2 (1994): pp. 453–482; Tom Gallagher, “To Be Or Not To Be Balkan: Romania’s 
Quest for Self-Definition,” Daedalus 3 (1997): pp. 63–83; Dennis P. Hupchick, The Bal-
kans: From Constantinople to Communism (New York – Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave, 
2002), passim; Ebru Boyar, Ottomans, Turks and the Balkans. Empire Lost, Relations Altered 
(London – New York: Tauris Academic Studies, 2007), pp. 29–41; Maria Todorova, Imag-
ining the Balkans, updated edition (Oxford – New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 
pp. 21–61.

 2 It goes without saying that in the present study the name of Moldavia does not refer to the 
geopolitical realities of today.
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research, and which we had to face when drafting the monograph dedicated to 
Stephen the Great, only the prince of Moldavia (1457–1504)3 being a point of 
reference, albeit perhaps the most important, in the evolution of his country’s 
relationship with the Ottoman Empire.

Moreover, there is the inherent difficulty generated by the international-
ization of the Ottoman studies which currently render the compilation of a 
comprehensive bibliography somewhat difficult. The linguistic barrier is an 
additional factor.

On the other hand, the development of historical thought during the last 
few decades has brought about many re-evaluations, the formulation of some 
notions important for investigating these realities, and certainly new approach-
es. Yet, sometimes the approaches from conceptual and theoretical horizons 
increasingly higher and more refined become removed from the very facts they 
refer to, creating a new “reality”. Hence the more we progress in the realm of 
ideas and concepts, the more precise must be the reference to the sources. As 
the general understanding is changed, the understanding and interpretation of 
the sources must become more nuanced.

From all these perspectives, the initiative of the Conference seems extremely 
welcome and helpful for the progress of certain studies that cannot be thought 
within a small spatial and temporal framework. Yet, it is necessary and maybe 
useful that the observations collected from such elements be communicated 
and examined together with other, similar ones. These membra disjecta will al-
ways help to create a picture that is clearer, more coherent and, perhaps, closer 
to the cognoscible truth.

This is why it strikes us as a vain undertaking o discuss things only in a 
purely theoretical manner, to build models necessary for comparisons, to ad-
vance or support a hypothesis, to oppose or reject another one. It is only the 
return to the sources that can ensure the solidity and efficiency of conclusions. 
In order to deal with the issue that brought us together here, the Ottoman 
conquest, and to find an answer to the question of whether the Turks conquered 
Moldavia – and, moreover, if they did, how, and if not, why ? –, we made a file 
as complete as possible. It includes many pieces, chosen from among the most 
important, interesting and eloquent. All the same, no matter how generous 
the time allotted to each report may be, it would never be sufficient to present 
them; in the interest of concision the paper must necessarily be selective. Even 
so, it seems important to us to mention from the very beginning that research 
on Moldavia’s relations with the Ottoman Empire must begin with an attempt 

 3 Ștefan S. Gorovei, Maria Magdalena Székely, Princeps omni laude maior. O istorie a lui Ștefan 
cel Mare (The Holy Monastery of Putna: Mușatinii, 2005).

Ştefan S. Gorovei / Maria Magdalena Székely
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to find answers to a three-fold question: by whom, when and how were the rela-
tions established that inaugurated a four-hundred-year protectorate?4

*

A Moldavian chronicler from the seventeenth century, Miron Costin (1633–
1691), said that all things are better understood if their presentation begins 
with their beginning.5 Thus, here are some observations on the beginnings of 
the steady relationship of Moldavia with the Ottoman Empire (which the old 
Romanian texts define using the term închinare)6 and on their periodisation.

For a long time – almost two and a half centuries – these relations were 
thought to have been established after 1504, namely after the death of Stephen 
the Great, and even urged by him. This opinion stemmed from the belief that 
it would have been impossible for Stephen the Great, a champion of the an-
ti-Ottoman struggle, to have accepted the submission reflected in the payment 
of the haraç. It was a true “confrontation of opinions” – among the first in the 
field of Moldavian historiography – evident, in the interpolations in the chron-
icle of Gregory Ureche († 1647). On the basis of older sources, this chronicler 
dated the beginning of Moldavia’s relations with the Porte from 1455–1457, 
during the reign of Peter III Aron, the immediate predecessor of Stephen the 
Great.7 His later readers, dissatisfied with this explanation, tried to place the 
event either before, during the reign of Bogdan II (1449–1451), father of Ste-

 4 Historiography has often spoken, in the case of the Romanian Principalities, of Ottoman 
suzerainty (but, as almost all the studies in the field stress, the terms suzerainty / vassalage 
point to a relationship of a quite different nature), of Ottoman domination and even of Ot-
toman possession. We distance ourselves from these terms, since we do not think that they 
address the very complex reality which characterised the presence of these principalities in 
the Ottoman Commonwealth, and we prefer the term protectorate, used a long time ago by 
Joseph von Hammer, Histoire de l’Empire ottoman depuis son origine jusqu’ à nos jours, vol. 
2 (Paris: Béthune et Plon, 1844), p. 39. More recently it was accepted by certain special-
ists on Ottoman history, such as Nicolas Vatin, Histoire de l’Empire Ottoman, ed. Robert 
Mantran (Paris: Librairie Arthème Fayard, 1989), p. 112: “le protectorat ottoman sur la 
Moldavie”.

 5 Miron Costin, “De neamul moldovenilor, din ce ţară au ieșit strămoșii lor,” in idem, Opere, 
ed. P. P. Panaitescu (Bucharest: Editura de Stat pentru Literatură și Artă, 1958), p. 244.

 6 From Latin inclinare (Greek proskynesis), it signifies in the present case submission. On this 
term, its content and meanings, see: Viorel Panaite, Război, pace și comerţ în Islam. Ţările Ro-
mâne și dreptul otoman al popoarelor, second edition, reviewed and completed (Iaşi: Polirom, 
2013), pp. 277–297.

 7 Grigore Ureche, Letopiseţul Ţărâi Moldovei, ed. P. P. Panaitescu, second edition, reviewed 
(Bucharest: Editura de Stat pentru Literatură și Artă, 1958), p. 90 (“Acestu Pătru vodă au 
izvodit întăi și au început a da dajdea turcilor”).

Old Questions, Old Clichés. New Approaches, New Results? 
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phen the Great,8 or later, during the reign of his son, Bogdan III (1504–1517), 
John Tăutu, the great chancellor of Moldavia, serving as the principal hero.9 
This constant attempt to relate the establishment of the first relations with the 
Porte to a prince named Bogdan was connected to the fact that in the Ottoman 
diplomatic language, the Moldavians were called bogdans, Moldavia was called 
Bogdan(ia), while the Moldavian princes were mentioned only as Bogdan-bey, 
omitting their proper names.10 Taken up by all the Moldavian chroniclers, this 
version entered the public consciousness. We even find it in a note from the end 
of the eighteenth century, in a document referring to an impoverished descen-
dent of the great chancellor Tăutu: “Es ist dargethan worden, dass diese Familie 
von dem Gross-Kanzler Toutul, der das Land mit anderen vier grossen Bojarn 
den Türken unterworfen hat, herstammet”.11

 8 Ureche, Letopiseţul, p. 89 (“Scrie la un létopiseţu vechiu sârbăscu, de Azarie călugărul izvodit, 
precum în zilile acestui Bogdan vodă s-au început a da dajde turcilor și pentru acéia ne-au 
numit bogdani pănă astăzi. Acestŭ Bogdan vodă ieste tată lui Ștefan vodă cel Bun”).

 9 Ureche, Letopiseţul, p. 135 (“Bogdan vodă, daca stătu la domnie, gândi să-ș întărească lucru-
rile întăi cu vecinii și să-ș arate nume bun. Pe învăţătura tătâne-său, a lui Ștefan vodă, tri-
mis-au la împărăţiia turcilor pre Tăutul logofătul cel mare, cu slujitori, pedestrime, dărăbani, 
de au dus birul, zéce povoară de bani, și s-au închinatu cu toată ţara la sultan Suleimanu, 
împăratul turcescu. [Annotation: Poate să o fie închinat la sultan Baiazit, că el au fost împă-
rat atunci.] Iară împărăţia, de bucurie mare, cu dragoste i-au priimit și au dăruit toţi banii 
Tăutului logofătului celui mare și i-au adus în ţară și au ziditu pre acei bani o sfântă bisérică 
în satu în Bălinești, ce ieste la ţinutul Sucévii și trăiește pănă astăzi”). This fragment does not 
belong to the chronicler Gregory Ureche or to Simeon Dascălul, the successor who gave the 
first reviewed form to the chronicle. It is not present in the oldest manuscript of the chronicle 
already reviewed (dated ca 1660–1670), which is held at the Romanian Literature Museum 
of Iaşi (p. 76 recto): Ştefan S. Gorovei, “Moldova în ‘Casa Păcii’. Pe marginea izvoarelor 
privind primul secol de relaţii moldo-otomane,” Anuarul Institutului de Istorie și Arheologie 
‘A. D. Xenopol’ 17 (1980): p. 651, note 183. This manuscript, although extremely important 
and interesting, has never been edited: see Gh. Cardaş, “Odiseea celui mai vechi manuscris 
inedit al cronicii lui Grigore Ureche,” Mitropolia Olteniei 5–8 (1970): pp. 566–586 (on the 
fragment mentioned: pp. 569–570).

 10 Miron Costin, “Cronica ţărilor Moldovei și Munteniei [Cronica polonă],” in idem, Opere, 
p. 207; Dimitrie Cantemir, Descrierea Moldovei [Demetrii Cantemirii Moldaviae Principis 
Descriptio antiqui et hodierni status Moldaviae], translation according to the Latin original by 
Gh. Guţu, introduction by Maria Holban, historical comment by N. Stoicescu, cartographic 
study by Vintilă Mihăilescu, index by Ioana Constantinescu, with a note on the edition by 
D. M. Pippidi (Bucharest: Editura Academiei, 1973), p. 52. The scientific explanation came 
later: “the Turks used to define the countries by the name of their founder”; “we must admit 
that the name Boǧdan, Karaboǧdan, given the good Turkish habit mentioned, derives from 
Bogdan the Founder” – cf. Aurel Decei, Relaţii româno-orientale. Culegere de studii (Bucha-
rest: Editura Știinţifică și Enciclopedică, 1978), p. 124, note 1.

 11 N. Iorga, Studii și documente cu privire la istoria românilor, vol. 5 (Bucharest: Editura Minis-
terului de Instrucţie, 1903), p. 427.

Ştefan S. Gorovei / Maria Magdalena Székely
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The erudite prince Demetrius Cantemir († 1723), author of the first scholar-
ly history of the Ottoman Empire, also thought that Moldavia was submitted 
by Bogdan III,12 who he thought to have entrusted this mission to chancellor 
John Tăutu.13 Cantemir, otherwise well-versed in the historical sources, placed 
this episode during the reign of Süleyman the Magnificent, more precisely after 
his Hungarian campaign, not at all disturbed by the anachronism: at that time, 
both the prince of Moldavia and his great chancellor had been dead for a con-
siderable number of years. Cantemir also provides a few details which hardly 
correspond to the historical reality: John Tăutu is claimed to have arrived at the 
Turkish camp, to have presented the Sultan with the terms of the submission 
and brought to Suceava the documents related to submission, confirmed by Sü-
leyman himself. Later, Bogdan III is said to have met the Sultan close to Sofia, 
to give him 4,000 gold coins, 40 mares and 24 falcons, receiving in turn one 
cucca, a mantle (toga), and an imperial stallion. This episode also gives Cantemir 
the occasion to introduce, besides a series of details on the historical past of Mol-
davia, on the objects and ceremony of the investment of the Moldavian princes 
at the Porte, some explanations – unfortunately impossible to verify – for the 
lack of documents confirming the submission of the country. He explains they 
were kept in public archives in Moldavia (in scriniis publicis Moldaviae) and 
were burned in Iaşi, during the invasion of the Polish king John Sobieski14 – a 
true invasion that occurred in 1691, when the prince of Moldavia was none 
other than the author’s father, Constantine Cantemir. In Demetrius Cantemir’s 
opinion, the most important of the destroyed documents was the one showing 
that Moldavia was submitted to the Turks on her own terms, not by force, and 
he claims this was the reason all the churches, Christian rites and old laws re-
mained intact, the only obligation being for the Moldavian prince to send to the 
Porte 4,000 gold coins, 40 mares and 24 falcons as a gift (piszkiesz).15 The in-
sistence Cantemir shows in several of his writings16 when mentioning the duty 
of the Moldavian prince to send a number of horses and falcons to the Sultan is 
not accidental. Initially, namely at the beginning of the sixteenth century, the 

 12 Cantemir, Descrierea Moldovei, pp. 124, 136, 178, 270.
 13 Demetrii Principis Cantemirii Incrementorum et decrementorum Aulae Othoman[n]icae sive 

Aliothman[n]icae Historiae a prima gentis origine ad nostra usque tempora deductae Libri tres, 
praefatus est Virgil Cândea, critice edidit Dan Slușanschi (Timișoara: Amarcord, 2001), lib. 
II, cap. IV, § 17 (p. 115); Annotationes ad […] lib. II, cap. IV, ζ–ν (pp. 388–394).

 14 Cantemir, Incrementorum, Annotationes ad […] lib. II, cap. IV, κ (p. 390).
 15 Cantemir, Incrementorum, Annotationes ad […] lib. II, cap. IV, κ (p. 390).
 16 Andrei Pippidi, “Politique et histoire dans la proclamation de Démétrius Cantemir en 1711,” 

in idem, Hommes et idées du Sud-Est européen à l’aube de l’âge moderne (Bucharest – Paris: 
Editura Academiei – Éditions du C.N.R.S., 1980), pp. 209–210.
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falcons were a gift,17 but in the course of time and by abuse, they would become 
a secondary obligation of Moldavia to the Porte.18 Yet, at least at the beginning 
of Moldavian-Ottoman relations, its value must be considered symbolic, since, 
as already mentioned, “to offer falcons as a gift means to recognize the rank of 
the Sultan’s comrade”, namely “the honourable quality of his companion at war 
and at hunting”.19 We must also take into account the fact that the presenting 
of gifts was reciprocal, as Demetrius Cantemir asserted. The prince of Moldavia 
received, in turn, a horse from the Sultan. This mutuality was interpreted as a 
“symbolic comradeship”,20 given the fact that in the mediaeval mentality, “le 
don du cheval est un signe de reconnaissance entre le bénéficiaire et le donateur: 
il manifeste qu’ils appartiennent à la même classe”  .21 In short, the repeated 
mention of the gift of horses and falcons22 in Demetrius Cantemir’s work was 
designed to emphasise that special relations existed between the Sultan and the 
prince of Moldavia from the very outset, as opposed to relations characterised as  
being between the conqueror and the conquered, namely “horizontal relations”, 
as the historian Andrei Pippidi put it.23

As a joinder of historical realities and imaginations, the submission of 
Moldavia during the reign of Bogdan III is, certainly, the first cliché in the 
field. Explainable and enjoying a very long life, it left a deep mark on Ro-
manian historiographical thought, made possible flagrant anachronisms and 
even survived the discovery of the genuine sources concerning that historical 
fact. It is true that the sources appeared relatively late, but they have an im-
portant quality: they do not contradict, but complement one another, pro-
viding a coherent image. The Polish version of an old Moldavian chronicle, 
dating from the sixteenth century, was published in 1844, in Warsaw, and 
then in 1867, in Bucharest,24 in which the event was situated, just as in the 

 17 Andrei Pippidi, “‘Șoimii împărătești’. Un aspect al obligaţiilor Ţărilor Române faţă de Poar-
tă,” Studii și Materiale de Istorie Medie 14 (1996): p. 16.

 18 Ion Matei, “Quelques problèmes concernant le régime de la domination ottomane dans les 
Pays Roumains (concernant particulièrement la Valachie),” Revue des Études Sud-Est Euro-
péennes 1 (1972): p. 74.

 19 Pippidi, “‘Șoimii împărătești’,” pp. 16, 17.
 20 Pippidi, “‘Șoimii împărătești’,” p. 16.
 21 Reynald Couillet, “Le motif du don du cheval dans le Lancelot en prose,” in Le cheval dans le 

monde médiéval (Aix-en-Provence: “Sénéfiance”, 32, 1992), p. 169.
 22 For the gifts consisting of animals, but related to the Byzantine world, see Nicolas Drocourt, 

“Les animaux comme cadeaux d’ambassade entre Byzance et ses voisins (VIIe–XIIe siècle),” 
in Byzance et ses périphéries. Hommage à Alain Ducellier, ed. Bernard Doumerc et Christophe 
Picard (Toulouse: C.N.R.S. – Université de Toulouse-Le Mirail, 2004), pp. 67–93.

 23 Pippidi, “‘Șoimii împărătești’,” p. 16.
 24 Cf. Cronicile slavo-române din sec. XV–XVI publicate de Ion Bogdan, ed. P. P. Panaitescu 

(Bucharest: Editura Academiei, 1959), p. 164.
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chronicle of Gregory Ureche, in 1454–1457, during the reign of Peter Aron: 
“Za tego voievodi poczęli Volochovie davacz dan Turkom” (In the time of this 
voivode the Moldavians began to pay tribute to the Turks).25 The possible com-
mon source of these chronicles was discovered by the Slavist Ioan Bogdan at 
Saint Petersburg and published in 1909.26 While referring to the same prince 
Peter Aron it reads: “I pri nem nacè sè dan túrskaa” (And in his time 
the Turkish payment began).27

Almost at the same time the diplomatic sources were found, which con-
firmed the chronicles. These documents, three in the original version, two 
written in Slavonic and one in Osman-Turkish, had been part of the Polish 
royal archives (archivum regni in arce Cracoviensi), stored in the Russian ware-
houses of Moscow. Erazm Rykaczewski published the summaries of two of 
them in Paris, in 1862.28 A quarter of a century later, V. A. Uljanicki edited all 
the three of them in Moscow.29 The document written in Osman-Turkish was 
not edited in its original version until 1921, by Friedrich Kraelitz.30 Based on 
these sources, the way in which Moldavia came to pay tribute to Sultan Meh-
med II was reconstructed – not without difficulties and after rather long dis-
cussions which lasted for almost half a century – with new answers to the old 
questions of who, when and how. The “scenario” constructed by the Romanian 

 25 Cronicile slavo-române, pp. 168 and 178.
 26 Cronicile slavo-române, p. 53.
 27 Cronicile slavo-române, pp. 56 and 61.
 28 Erazm Rykaczewski, Inventarium omnium et singulorum privilegiorum, litterarum, diplomata-

rium, scripturarum et monumentorum quaecunque in archivo regni in arce Cracoviensi conti-
nentur [drafted in 1682] (Paris: 1862), p. 139 (summary of the document of the “assembly” 
of Vaslui, of 1456 <June> 5), p. 143 (summary of the document of Mehmed II for the mer-
chants of Cetatea Albă (Akkerman), of 5 regeb 860 H. = 9 June 1456). The edition of Mus-
tafa A. Mehmed, Documente turceşti privind istoria României, vol. 1, 1455–1574 (Bucharest: 
Editura Academiei, 1976), p. 1, no. 1, affirms that the letter of Mehmed II of <1455>, 
October 5, would have been published by Rykaczewski, Inventarium, p. 146, but there one 
can find documents from 1532–1536.

 29 B. A. Уляницкий, Maтериалы для истории взаимных отношений России, Польши, 
Молдавии, Валахии и Турции (Moscow: 1887), pp. 86–88, no. 79 (document of the 
“assembly” of Vaslui, of 1456), p. 88, no. 80 (document of the Sultan, of 860 H., mention-
ing the merchants from Cetatea Albă (Akkerman), in Polish translation), pp. 88–99, no. 81 
(letter of Mehmed II, of <1455> October 5).

 30 Friedrich Kraelitz [von Greifenhorst], Osmanische Urkunden in türkischer Sprache aus der 
zweiten Hälfte des 15. Jahrhunderts. Ein Beitrag zur osmanischen Diplomatik (Vienna: Höl-
der, 1921, Akademie der Wissenschaften in Wien, Philosoph.-Hist. Klasse. Sitzungsberichte, 
197 Bd., 3. Abh.), pp. 44–46 (and facsimile 1). The photograph after which Kraelitz pu-
blished the document had been provided by the Romanian Slavist Ioan Bogdan: Kraelitz, 
Osmanische Urkunden, p. 5, note 4 and N. Iorga, “Actul lui Mohammed al II-lea pentru 
negustorii din Cetatea Albă (1456),” Revista Istorică 4–6 (1924): p. 105.

Old Questions, Old Clichés. New Approaches, New Results? 



216

researchers dates the relations with the Porte to 1456, and the preludes to this 
event from 1453–1456. Soon after the fall of Constantinople, Sultan Mehmed 
sent an ultimatum to Moldavia (“a vaivoda Moldaviae [...] gravia tributa requ-
irit”31). The negations were initiated – by common agreement with the suzerain 
from Krakow – by prince Alexander II, the Moldavian ruler, and continued 
during the reign of his successor, Peter III Aron, till the beginning of October 
1455. Then, the Moldavian ambassador, chancellor Michael (Mihul) received 
the document by which Mehmed II announced he would conclude peace with 
Moldavia in exchange for an annual haraç (harac) of 2,000 gold ducats. The 
term for the first payment was three months.32 In 1456, on 5 January accord-
ing to certain historians,33 on 5 June according to others,34 an assembly of 
the representatives of the “political class” met in Vaslui and entitled the same 
chancellor to present the money to the Sultan. On 9 June 1456 (5 regeb 860 
H.), the conqueror of Constantinople confirmed the conclusion of the peace 
and guaranteed the freedom of Moldavian trade in his empire.35

This answer to the questions who, when and how turned out to be in full 
accord not only with the authentic sources (preserved by a coincidence that 
can be easily explained),36 but also with the general state of political affairs in 
Moldavia at the middle of the fifteenth century. It must be emphasised that 
there is no “treaty” of any kind among the documents known today. The letter 
addressed by Mehmed II, on 5 October 1455, to the prince of Moldavia is a 
challenge,37 an ultimatum, while the one dated 9 June 1456 is a simple notifi-

 31 Șerban Papacostea, “La Moldavie, état tributaire de l’Empire ottoman au XVe siècle: le cadre 
international des rapports établis en 1455–1456,” Revue Roumaine d’Histoire 3 (1974): p. 
446, note 2; Șerban Papacostea, “Moldova, stat tributar al Imperiului Otoman în secolul al 
XV-lea: cadrul internaţional al raporturilor stabilite în 1455–1456,” in idem, Evul Mediu 
românesc. Realităţi politice și curente spirituale (Bucharest: Corint, 2001), p. 111, note 2.

 32 Mehmed, Documente turcești, p. 1, no. 1.
 33 Gorovei, “Moldova,” pp. 631–639.
 34 Leon Șimanschi, “‘Închinarea’ de la Vaslui (5 <iunie> 1456),” Anuarul Institutului de Istorie 

și Arheologie ‘A. D. Xenopol’ 18 (1981): pp. 613–637.
 35 Mehmed, Documente turcești, p. 2, no. 2.
 36 These documents remained in the hands of chancellor Michael (Mihul), who took them 

with him to Poland when he took refuge there in 1457. All his archives (as well as the 
documents of his estates of Moldavia and the safe conducts sent by Stephen the Great to 
guarantee his safe return to the country) may have been taken over by the kingdom’s archives 
upon his death. In the eighteenth century, when Poland was divided, the documents of the 
royal archives were sent to the archives of the Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Russia.

 37 In the text edited the name of “John Peter voivode and prince of Morovlahia” is mentioned 
as addressee, but it was noticed that this name “was written on a scraped place” (Mihai 
Costăchescu, Documente moldovenești înainte de Ștefan cel Mare, vol. 2 (Iași: Viaţa Româneas-
că, 1932), p. 801, note 1; see also Уляницки, Mamepuaлы, p. 88, note 1: “Петру написано 
по подчищенному”. Could it have been the name of voivode Alexander ?! 

Ştefan S. Gorovei / Maria Magdalena Székely



217

cation with no addressee mentioned. Indeed, those who summarised it in the 
seventeenth century registered it as being sent to the king of Poland!38 Conse-
quently, so far one cannot speak of a conquest of Moldavia.

In spite of the explicit and clear-cut character of the sources, some other 
hypotheses were formulated which seemed to contradict the sources them-
selves. Thus, in 1983, Elizabeth Zachariadou expanded the time when this 
type of Moldo-Ottoman relations began by three and a half decades.39 Accord-
ing to her, a “treaty” was concluded in 1420, between Sultan Mehmed I and 
prince Alexander the Good (1400–1432), who became a “tribute-paying vas-
sal”, after an Ottoman invasion in Moldavia. In reality, Ottoman detachments 
devastated the Southern regions of Moldavia at the time, attacked Akkerman 
(Moncastro) without success, and temporarily occupied Kilia (Lycostomo).40 
The payment of tribute during that year or subsequent years is not mentioned 
by any historical source.

According to another hypothesis – a more recent one, put forward by Ale-
xandru Simon – a Moldo-Ottoman “treaty” must have existed, concluded as far 
back as the end of the fourteenth century, namely around 1389–1391, between 
Sultan Bayezit I (1389–1402) and the prince of Moldavia, Peter I (1375–1391). 
It is a point of view that seems to be designed to completely change the sce-
nario established through the previous studies and interpretations, expanding 
the time when the Moldo-Ottoman relations began by almost seven decades. 
Although mentioned in two studies printed the same year,41 this hypothesis is 

 38 “Imperator Turcarum regi Poloniae significat se pacem fecisse cum Petru palatino Valachiae 
et mandasse suis subditis ut non impediant negotiationem mari et terra” (Rykaczewski, In-
ventarium, p. 143, “Anno 1455”).

 39 Elizabeth A. Zachariadou, “Ottoman Diplomacy and the Danube Frontier (1420–1424),” 
Harvard Ukrainian Studies 7 (1983): pp. 680–690, reprinted in eadem, Studies in Pre-Otto-
man Turkey and the Ottomans (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing, 2007). Cf. pp. 685–686: “If 
one considers the Ottoman methods of conquest of that period, it seems likely that Alexan-
der of Moldavia retained control of his territories (except Kilia) by becoming a tribute-paying 
vassal of the sultan”.

 40 Cf. Viorica Pervain, “Lupta antiotomană a Ţărilor Române în anii 1419–1420,” Anuarul 
Institutului de Istorie și Arheologie Cluj-Napoca 19 (1976): pp. 73–75; Șerban Papacostea, 
“Kilia et la politique orientale de Sigismond de Luxembourg,” Revue Roumaine d’Histoire 3 
(1976): p. 428, reprinted in idem, La Mer Noire, carrefour des grandes routes intercontinentales 
1204–1453 (Bucharest: Institutul Cultural Român, 2006), p. 246.

 41 Alexandru Simon, “Bisericile Turcului: Valahii lui Spandounes și geneza mitropoliilor Ţării 
Românești și Moldovei,” Studia Universitatis Babeș Bolyai, Series Theologiae Orthodoxae 1 
(2010): pp. 91–97 (see pp. 95–96); Alexandru Simon, “Annus mirabilis 1387: King Sigis-
mund, the Ottomans and the Orthodox Christians in the Late 1380s and Early 1390s,” in 
Emperor Sigismund and the Orthodox World, ed. Ekaterini Mitsiou, Mihailo Popović, Johan-
nes Preiser-Kapeller, Alexandru Simon (Vienna: Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der 
Wissenschaften, 2010), pp. 127–152 (see pp. 149–150).
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yet to prove persuasive.42 We limit ourselves, for the time being, to the obser-
vation that, on the one hand, no conclusion generally submitted by historians 
becomes eo ipso facto a cliché, and that, on the other hand, a new approach does 
not always lead to an acceptable new answer.

This is why without denying the possible existence of some Moldo-Otto-
man contacts even before the fall of Constantinople,43 (without supposing the 
existence of a diplomatic or military commitment, a submission and tribute 
payment), we think we must stick to the circumstances described and to the 
year 1456.44 From this year, 1456, onward the periodisation of the Moldo-Ot-
toman relations can begin.

From now on, the evolution of these relations can be counted in decades. 
First of all it is a three decade period, from 1456 to 1486, including 17 years 

 42 The special study dedicated to this issue – Al. Simon and Marius Tărîţă, “The Question of 
Moldavia’s Oldest Treaty with the Ottoman Empire” – was announced as “forthcoming” in 
Revista de Istorie a Moldovei, Kishinev, 2 (2009) or 2 (2010). Despite all the kind help of 
our colleagues from Kishinev, we failed to identify this study. The hypothesis of the “treaty” 
of 1389–1391 rather seems the expression of the desire for sensation: neither the general 
political context nor the historical sources seem to support it. The document that inspired 
it is, at first sight, the result of an error: a photograph of the challenge of Mehmed II, of 5 
October <1455>, overlapped by a Russian summary, in which the name of Mehmed had 
been replaced with that of Bayezit! It would be tedious and useless to try to find here and 
now arguments for or against the existence of this “treaty” of 1389–1391. We shall wait for 
the author(s) to demonstrate or withdraw the hypothesis.

 43 See, for example, the information that Ovidiu Cristea has recently drawn the attention to, 
“Prieten prietenului și dușman dușmanului: colaborări militare moldo-otomane în domnia 
lui Ștefan cel Mare,” in Putna, ctitorii ei și lumea lor (Bucharest: Oscar Print, 2011), pp. 
77–78; Ovidiu Cristea, “The Friend of My Friend and the Enemy of My Enemy: Roma-
nian Participation in Ottoman Campaigns,” in The European Tributary States of the Ottoman 
Empire in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries, ed. Gábor Kármán and Lovro Kunčević 
(Leiden – Boston: Brill, 2013), pp. 257–258. The document mentioning this fact, dated by 
the editors <1432 May-June>, was published in Documenta Romaniae Historica, D. Relaţii 
între Ţările Române, vol. 1 (1222–1456), ed. Ștefan Pascu, Constantin Cihodaru, Konrad 
G. Gündisch, Damaschin Mioc, Viorica Pervain (Bucharest: Editura Academiei, 1977), pp. 
291–292, no. 192. If the date proposed is correct, then “the prince of Moldavia” (mol]- 
dov]ski gospodar]) the letter mentions can be only Elijah I, during his first reign (Janu-
ary 1432–September 1433). The Turkish request of help (prosili pomoc]), addressed to 
the Moldavians in view of a war against Hungary must have a different explanation than the 
supposed Moldo-Ottoman treaty of 1389–1391.

  For other instances of Moldo-Ottoman contact before 1453, see Alexandru Simon, “Por-
turile Moldovei, Ștefan II, Iancu de Hunedoara și Murad II în documente italiene (1444–
1446),” Analele Știinţifice ale Universităţii ‘Alexandru Ioan Cuza’ din Iași, serie nouă, Istorie, 
52–53 (2006–2007): pp. 7–25.

 44 The same date is also preferred by the Turkish historians, such as Suraiya Faroqhi, The Otto-
man Empire and the World Around It (London – New York: I. B. Tauris, 2004), p. 91.
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without any special tension, followed by what the Romanian historians called 
the “thirteen years’ war”, waged by Stephen the Great from 1473 to 1486.45 
The tribute payment46 continued, even though the attestations are sporadic. 
They refer to the years 1465,47 1468,48 as well as, in general, to the period 
before 1473.49 The amount50 initially approved for the annual tribute – 2,000 
gold ducats – was increased to 3,000 florins, some time during the first part of 
Stephen the Great’s reign: either in 1457, to mark his acceptance as prince of 
Moldavia, or in 1465, to recognise his reign over Kilia.51 As for this event, the 
diplomatic sources mention for the first time (even indirectly), an ahd-nâme 
(capitulation) that Stephen had received from Mehmed II.

The interruption of the tribute payment in 1473, perhaps in spring, broke 
the equilibrium that had been maintained between the two parties. The state 
of peace turned into a state of war. It is rather well known, in great detail, 
what followed. The years 1473–1486 illustrated the great efforts of Stephen 
the Great to escape the relations with the Porte. The brilliant victory of Vaslui 
(10 January 1475), which increased the hope of some European courts, was 

 45 The syntagma belongs to historian Leon Șimanschi; see Leon Șimanschi, Dumitru Agache, 
“Moldova între anii 1469 și 1473: program de guvernare și conjuncturi politice,” Anuarul 
Institutului de Istorie ‘A. D. Xenopol’ 35 (1998): p. 18, asterisk, which announced “our next 
study, ‘Războiul moldo-otoman de 13 ani (1473–1486), ’ now in manuscript and developed 
in several parts”. Unfortunately, this study was never published.

 46 We draw attention to the fact that in this case too (cf. also supra, note 6) it is a matter of 
terminology. The historical sources use, besides the term haraç (harac), either the Slavonic 
word dan (or dan túrskaa), namely what is given (to the Turks), in Romanian dare or 
dajdie, or the Latin word tributum. Throughout the centuries, the Moldavian sources use no 
other term to designate the tribute and the relationship established in 1456. The prince of 
Moldavia was considered tributarius, czinshafftig, kharadjgüzar of the Sultan. Cf. Ştefan S. 
Gorovei, “‘Darea turcească’: o problemă de terminologie” (in manuscript). It should be also 
mentioned that the Moldavian historical sources do not register any changing in the charac-
ter of this relationship.

 47 Jan Długosz: after the conquest of Kilia, Stephen appeased the Sultan “cum tributo et mune-
ribus” (Joannis Długossii seu Longini Canonici Cracoviensis Historiae Polonicae, libri XII…, 
cura et impensis Alexandri Przezdziecki (Krakow, 1878), p. 409).

 48 Letter of Stephen to the king of Poland, after the battle of Baia (December 1467): “recipie-
bamus tributum et solvebamus Thurcis” (P. P. Panaitescu, “Contribuţii la istoria lui Ștefan cel 
Mare,” Analele Academiei Române. Memoriile Secţiunii Istorice, s. III, 15 (1934): p. 4).

 49 Jan Długosz: “tributum quotannis Turco reddebat” (Długossii Historiae Polonicae, libri XII…, 
p. 408); Angiolello: “Conte Stefano, il quale gli pagava tributo” (Donado da Lezze, Historia 
turchesca (1300–1514), ed. I. Ursu (Bucharest: Ediţiunea Academiei Române, 1909), p. 82).

 50 On this aspect of Moldavia’s debts to the Porte see: M. Berza, “Haraciul Moldovei și Ţării 
Românești în sec. XV–XIX,” Studii și Materiale de Istorie Medie 2 (1957): pp. 7–47; Tasin 
Gemil, Românii și otomanii în secolele XIV–XVI, second edition, reviewed (Constanţa: Ovi-
dius University Press, 2008), pp. 313–315.

 51 Gorovei, “Moldova,” p. 641.
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followed by the Sultan’s campaign in the summer of 1476.52 Although victori-
ous on the battlefield at Valea Albă (26 July 1476), Mehmed could not value 
this “local, limited victory” in any way.53 He had to withdraw relatively quickly, 
without entering any of the fortresses that formed the country’s defence system, 
and was even forced to give up the booty looted by his soldiers. The attempt 
to replace Stephen with another member of the ruling family, who would have 
shown more malleability and obedience to the requirements of the Porte, was 
not successful. The campaign yielded no practical gains. The first attempt to 
conquer Moldavia failed. The contemporary historical sources are clear-cut in 
this regard. King Matthias wrote of the “shameful running away” of those de-
feated through iron, hunger, pestilence and exhaustion,54 while the old histori-
an of the Byzantine court, Sphrantzes, noticed that the Sultan came back from 
Moldavia “more defeated than victorious”.55

Nevertheless, on his way back, Mehmed still harboured hopes of imposing 
“another voivode in Moldavia” (imperator alium vaivodam ad Moldaviam eligere 
vellet),56 and the imperial chancellery would release “letters of victory” or “let-
ters of conquest” (fetih-nâme),57 which described the success of the expedition to 
Moldavia in rich phrases. Such documents, just like the flattering reports of the 
chronicles, fostered the myth that after the campaign of 1476, Moldavia became 
a tributary to the Porte. In 1567, Sultan Selim II affirmed that “Moldavia has 
been a vassal of the Turkish emperor for one hundred years (ziemia moldawska 

 52 On the events of 1475–1476 see the more recent studies: Alexandru Simon, “În jurul bătăliei 
de la Vaslui (1474–1475). Consideraţii asupra relaţiilor dintre regatul Ungariei, Moldova și 
Ţara Românească,” Studia Universitatis Babeș Bolyai, Historia 2 (2004): pp. 3–26; Alexan-
dru Simon, “Populaţie și cruciadă în Moldova: primăvara anului 1475,” Anuarul Institutului 
de Istorie ‘A. D. Xenopol’ 47 (2010): pp. 143–148.

 53 Aurel Decei, Istoria Imperiului Otoman până la 1600 (Bucharest: Editura Știinţifică și Enci-
clopedică, 1978), p. 123. See also Vatin, Histoire, p. 101: “Incapable d’exploiter sa victoire, 
le sultan fit retraite en ravageant le pays…”.

 54 A. Veress, Acta et epistolae relationum Transylvaniae Hungariaeque cum Moldavia et Valachia, 
vol. 1, 1468–1540 (Cluj – Budapest, 1914), pp. 26–27, no. 23.

 55 Georgios Sphrantzes, Memorii, ed. Vasile Grecu (Bucharest: Editura Academiei, 1966), p. 145.
 56 Veress, Acta, pp. 23–24, no. 20.
 57 Mihail Guboglu, “Izvoare turco-persane privind relaţiile lui Ștefan cel Mare cu Imperiul Oto-

man,” Revista Arhivelor 2 (1982): pp. 134–145; the author published the text of a fetih-nâme 
(that seems to have been sent to Uzun Hassan; pp. 139–142) and mentioned the existence 
of another two (p. 143); Tahsin Gemil, “Fetih-name a sultanului Mehmed al II-lea privind 
campania din 1476 împotriva Moldovei,” Revista Arhivelor 3 (1982): pp. 252–258. For com-
ment on these sources see: Gorovei, Székely, Princeps, pp. 184–185. It may be interesting to 
note that the first fetih-nâme was first published by the Hungarian Orientalist L. Fekete, Ein-
führung in die persische Paläographie. 101 persische Dokumente (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 
1977), p. 77, no. 4, as being dated 818 H. (1415–1416), a fact that led to the conclusion that 
the first Ottoman expedition to Karabogdan (Moldavia) could have taken place that year!
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ode stha liath yesth holdownym pansthwem czeszarza tureczkiego).58 One year lat-
er, grand vizier Mehmed Sokollu said of Moldavia that “this country has been 
conquered by us for so many years by sword” (ziemia tha iest od tak wielie liath 
mieczem od nas dobita).59 It is obvious that these assertions did not refer to the 
Sultan’s previous campaign to Moldavia, which had taken placed only three de-
cades before (Süleyman the Magnificent, 1538). However, we draw attention to 
the contradiction between the reality of the facts and their reflection in the con-
ception of the Porte and, implicitly, in the documents issued there.

The failure of 1476 could be considered confirmation of the opinion that 
Mehmed II seemed to have expressed only 14 years before, when he had to 
leave Wallachia after a similar expedition (campaign against Vlad the Impaler, 
1462): “Tant que les Valaques tiendront Kilia et Belgorod et que les Hongrois 
tiendront Belgrade, nous ne pourrons pas les vaincre”.60 A true political pro-
gramme was expressed in these words,61 illustrating lucid strategic thought and 
a perfect geopolitical understanding. On one hand, they show that the Sultan 
had intuited the close relationship between the Kingdom of Hungary and the 
two Romanian Principalities: together, they formed a true bulwark against the 
Ottoman advance into the Central Europe,62 an idea we also find expressed by 
King Ladislaus Jagiełło of Hungary, in 1497.63 On the other hand, they suggest 
the possibility that, at least for the time being, Mehmed took two variants into 

 58 Ilie Corfus, Documente privitoare la istoria României culese din arhivele polone. Secolul al XVI-
lea (Bucharest: Editura Academiei, 1979), pp. 290–291, no. 149.

 59 Corfus, Documente, pp. 307–308, no. 155.
 60 Constantin Mihailović, Mémoires d’un janissaire. Chronique turque, traduit du vieux polonais 

par Charles Zaremba, présenté et annoté par Michel Balivet (Toulouse: Anacharsis, 2012), p. 
124. For the Romanian version: Călători străini despre Ţările Române, vol. 1, ed. Maria Hol-
ban (Bucharest: Editura Știinţifică, 1968), p. 128 (“Atâta vreme cât Chilia și Cetatea Albă le 
ţin și le stăpânesc românii [Volochove], iar ungurii Belgradul sârbesc, noi nu vom putea avea 
nici o biruinţă”).

 61 These words may not have been said as such by Mehmed, but may have been re-constructed 
by the author, who wrote his memoirs only towards the end of his life. But they can express 
a trend of thought.

 62 On the concept of the “gate of Christendom” and the various theories stemming from it, 
concerning the political role of Hungary, Poland and of the Romanian Principalities, see 
Alexandru Simon, “The Use of ‘Gate of Christendom’: Hungary’s Mathias Corvinus and 
Moldavia’s Stephen the Great Politics in the Late 1400’s,” Quaderni della Casa Romena di 
Venezia 3 (2004): pp. 205–224; Liviu Pilat, “Conceptul de ‘poartă a Creștinătăţii’ în retorica 
voievozilor Moldovei (1475–1538),” in Ideologii politice și reprezentări ale puterii în Europa, 
ed. Alexandru-Florin Platon, Bogdan-Petru Maleon, Liviu Pilat (Iași: Editura Universităţii 
“Alexandru Ioan Cuza”, 2009), pp. 139–174.

 63 Șerban Papacostea, “De la Colomeea la Codrul Cosminului (poziţia internaţională a Mol-
dovei la sfârșitul secolului al XV-lea),” Romanoslavica 17 (1970): p. 552; reprinted in idem, 
Evul Mediu românesc, p. 260.
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consideration, separating the conquest of the cities (minimal plan) from the 
real occupation of the countries (maximal plan). However, over the next 50 
years, his successors proceeded as such.

The state of war was suspended just before the death of Mehmed (3 May 
1481). In 885 H. (13 March 1480–1 March 1481), a document attesting this 
was entrusted to an ambassador of Stephen the Great. It mentioned the conclu-
sion of the peace with the increasing of the haraç from 3,000 to 6,000 florins. 
This document64 is named sulh-nâme in its title and ahd-nâme in its ending, 
namely a letter of peace, a letter of covenant, or capitulation.65 On 31 October 
1481, Bayezit II, successor to Mehmed, reduced the tribute by 1,000 florins, 
as a gesture designed to win the benevolence of the Moldavian prince.66 It was 
too late: war broke out once more in the Romanian territory. Yet, the best form 
of defence is attack.

Bayezit seems to have followed his father’s suggestion in these circumstanc-
es. In 1484, he organised a campaign (ghāzā)67 designed to conquer not the 
entire country, but only the two Pontic cities of Kilia and Akkerman. The strike 
was limited and precise, and brought the desired results: the strengthening of 
the Sultan’s prestige68 and the confirmation of his reputation as gazi.69 The min-

 64 It was discovered and published by the Orientalist scholar Aurel Decei, “Tratatul de pace 
– sulhnâme – încheiat între sultanul Mehmed al II-lea și Ștefan cel Mare la 1479,” Revista 
Istorică Română” 15 (1945): pp. 465–494 (reprinted in idem, Relaţii româno-orientale, pp. 
118–139). The date the author proposed (1479) was changed as a result of an Ottoman do-
cument discovered which mentions the doubling of the tribute (from 3,000 to 6,000 florins) 
in 885 H.: Mustafa A. Mehmet, “Un document turc concernant le kharatch de la Moldavie 
et de la Valachie aux XVe–XVIe siècles,” Revue des Études Sud-Est Européennes 1–2 (1967): pp. 
265–274 (document at pp. 272–274). For a more extensive discussion see Gorovei, Székely, 
Princeps, pp. 191–194.

 65 On this document see the more recent study of Sándor Papp, “Ștefan cel Mare, le roi Mattias 
et l’Empire ottoman,” in Enjeux politiques, économiques et militaires en Mer Noire (XIVe–XXIe 
siècles). Études à la mémoire de Mihail Guboglu, ed. Faruk Bilici, Ionel Cândea, Anca Popescu 
(Brăila: Istros, 2007), pp. 363–390. The author’s remark concerning the difference between 
this document and the treaty concluded in 1488, between the Sultan and the king of Hun-
gary, is valid, but we must take into account the fact that at the time Moldavia had the status 
of a haraç payer (kharadjgüzar) for a quarter of a century. Hence the document presents only 
“une question concrète, unique”: “le rétablissement de la paix” and “la reconnaissance du 
voïvode […] en tant que vassal turque” (p. 390).

 66 Mehmet, “Un document turc,” p. 268.
 67 Sydney Nettleton Fisher, “Civil Strife in the Ottoman Empire,” The Journal of Modern His-

tory 4 (1941): p. 464.
 68 Halil Inalcik, “The Policy of Mehmed II toward the Greek Population of Istanbul and the 

Byzantine Buildings of the City,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 23–24 (1969–1970): p. 246.
 69 John F. Guilmartin Jr., “Ideology and Conflict: The Wars of the Ottoman Empire, 1453–

1606,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History 4 (1988): p. 739.
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imal project had been accomplished. The news was spread through fetih-nâme70 
too, which certainly announced the conquest of Moldavia ... The Sultan under-
lined with realism the importance of the cities for the maximal project: Kilia 
was “chiave et porta ad tutto lo paese de Moldavia et Ongaria et in quel del 
Danubio” and Akkerman (Moncastro) was “chiave et porta al tutto il paese de 
Polonia, Russia, Tartaria de tutta al mare maiore”.71

The conquest of these cities72 caused anxiety in Europe, as well as a dip-
lomatic scandal, which brought about the imprisonment of the chancellor of 
the Hungarian kingdom, Archbishop Peter of Kalocsa, charged with neglect 
because he had not been careful enough to mention Moldavia as a vassal state of 
Hungary in the treaty King Matthias concluded with Mehmed in 1483. After 
brief hesitation and a few military confrontations, Stephen the Great reached 
the final formula. In 1486, he agreed to resume the payment of tribute to the 
Porte and then the suzerainty of the king of Hungary. This formula was con-
firmed through the treaties Hungary concluded with the Porte in 1503 and 
1519,73 each time mentioning that the princes of both Romanian Principalities 
owed to the Porte only tributum ac munus et seruicia (tributum [...] et donum et 

 70 Veress, Acta, pp. 38–39, no. 35; Andrei Antalffy, “Două documente din Biblioteca Egipteană 
de la Cairo despre cucerirea Chiliei și a Cetăţii Albe în 1484,” Revista Istorică 1–3 (1934): pp. 
33–42 (documents, pp. 37–42).

 71 Veress, Acta, pp. 38–39, no. 35.
 72 Some of the more recent studies dedicated to this subject: Ovidiu Cristea, “Campania din 

1484 în lumina unor noi izvoare veneţiene,” in Ştefan cel Mare și Sfânt. Atlet al credinţei creș-
tine (The Holy Monastery of Putna: Mușatinii, 2004), pp. 187–274; Ovidiu Cristea, Acest 
domn de la miazănoapte. Ștefan cel Mare în documente inedite veneţiene (Bucharest: Corint, 
2004), pp. 73–118; Alexandru Simon, “Între porturi și cer. Chilia, Cetatea Albă, Istanbul 
și Veneţia în vara anului 1484,” Acta Musei Napocensis 2 (2002–2003): pp. 229–271; Ale-
xandru Simon, “Chilia și Cetatea Albă în vara anului 1484. Noi documente din arhivele 
italiene,” Studii și Materiale de Istorie Medie 26 (2008): pp. 177–196; Alexandru Simon, “Be-
tween the Italian Crisis and the Transylvanian Borders of the Realm: Bayezid’s II Campaign 
of 1484 and Its Hungarian Aftermath,” Apulum 1 (2008): pp. 153–182; Alexandru Simon, 
“The Weak Sultan and the Magnificent Monarchs: Ottoman Actions in the Black Sea Area 
in 1484,” Il Mar Nero 7–9 (2007–2009): pp. 217–246; Alexandru Simon, “The Contested 
Sultan: The Backgrounds of Bayezid II’s Moldavian Campaign of 1484,” Eurasian Studies 
7 (2009): pp. 17–50; Alexandru Simon, “Truces and Negotiations between Bayezid II and 
Matthias Corvinus in the Context of the Hunyadi-Habsburg Conflict (1482–1484),” Revista 
Arhivelor” 2 (2009): pp. 107–114; Nagy Pienaru, “Moldova și Imperiul Otoman. Solia lui 
Ștefan cel Mare din 1485,” in Putna, ctitorii ei și lumea lor, pp. 85–98; Ștefan Andreescu, 
“Ștefan vodă la Cetatea Albă,” Analele Putnei 1 (2012): pp. 37–42; Nagy Pienaru, Ovidiu 
Cristea, “Campania otomană din 1484. Mărturia lui Ibn Kemal,” Analele Putnei 1 (2012): 
pp. 43–58; Șerban Papacostea, “Ștefan cel Mare și turcii: războiul pierdut (1473–1486). 
Două documente,” Analele Putnei 2 (2012): pp. 59–64.

 73 Hurmuzaki-Densușianu, Documente privitoare la istoria românilor, vol. II, 1 (Bucharest, 
1891), p. 20, no. XXIV (20 August 1503, full text) and p. 29, no. XXXI (1519, excerpt).
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servitia, respectively): “et plus ab eis non expetatur” (1503), “et ultra nihil ab eis 
exigatur, neque aliquid innovetur, quod prius non fuit” (1519). The precise sense 
of the documents and the essence of the new state of things were mentioned in 
1490 by a third, Philippus Buonaccorsi Callimachus: the Moldavians conclud-
ed an agreement with the Ottomans “non ut victi, sed tanquam victores”, “non 
armis, sed condicionibus”.74

This formula – reached, as already demonstrated, due to the lack of coop-
eration of the Jagiełło brothers, who were not able to fill the gap that remained 
after the disintegration of the Golden Horde75 – remained in force until the 
kingdom of Saint Stephen fell, on the field of Mohács, in August 1526. We 
hold that this tragic event marked the true turning point in the evolution of the 
relationship between Moldavia and the Ottoman Empire. The collapse of the 
equilibrium established in 1486 and which had lasted 40 years, brought about 
a re-estimation of the positions. This event happened to almost coincide with 
the death of the prince of Moldavia, Stephen IV the Younger, in January 1527: 
then begins the reign of Peter IV, also called Rareş (1527–1538, 1541–1546). 
The serious new state of things may be seen in the fact that the great chancellor 
of Moldavia, sent to Istanbul, certainly to secure the investiture, remained there 
for seven months,76 a quite unusual scenario. The price of the relief must have 
been a new increasing of the tribute.

The Ottoman sources and later some historical reconstructions too placed 
an encounter between Peter Rareş and Süleyman the Magnificent in the lat-
ter’s camp at Buda. The date of the encounter was 10 September 1529, and 
its purpose – the submission of the country with an annual tribute of 4,000 
gold coins, 40 horses and 24 falcons. The conclusion – “from that date forward 
the principality of Moldavia accepted the Ottoman suzerainty”77 – has become 

 74 Philippi Callimachi Ad Innocentium VIII de bello Turcis inferendo oratio, ed. Irmina Lichońska, 
Tadeusz Kowalewski (Warsaw: Państwowe Wydawnictwo Naukowe, 1964), p. 50. This text – 
an exceptional source for the history of Stephen the Great’s Moldavia – was first mentioned by 
P. P. Panaitescu, “Ștefan cel Mare în lumina cronicarilor contemporani din ţările vecine,” Studii 
și Cercetări Știinţifice, Istorie 2 (1960): p. 209, and was later valued by Șerban Papacostea, in two 
studies: “Politica externă a Moldovei în vremea lui Ștefan cel Mare: puncte de reper,” Revista 
de Istorie 1 (1975): p. 16 and “Tratatele Ţării Românești și Moldovei cu Imperiul Otoman în 
secolele XIV–XVI: ficţiune politică și realitate istorică,” in Stat. Societate. Naţiune. Interpretări 
istorice, ed. Nicolae Edroiu, Aurel Răduţiu, Pompiliu Teodor (Cluj-Napoca: Dacia, 1982), pp. 
97–98 (reprinted in idem, Evul Mediu românesc, pp. 98–99).

 75 Subhi Labib, “The Era of Suleyman the Magnificent: Crisis of Orientation,” International 
Journal of Middle East Studies 4 (1979): p. 441.

 76 Egregius Theodorus, supremus logofetus [...], rediit a summo Imperatore Turcarum, qui septem 
fere mensibus inibi agebatur: Veress, Acta, p. 150, no. 113 (19 November 1527).

 77 Tahsin Gemil, “În faţa impactului otoman,” in Petru Rareș, ed. Leon Șimanschi (Bucharest: 
Editura Academiei, 1978), p. 145.
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a cliché, echoed even in European historiography. But the documents show 
something quite different. On 10 September 1529, Peter Rareş was in Molda-
via, in the city of Hârlău (Civitas Bahlovia), where he was dictating a letter to 
the inhabitants of Bistritz, in Transylvania.78 As for the real figures, for tribute 
and gifts, they were, at this time, much greater (10,000 ducats, 500 horses and 
300 falcons). Certainly, we are faced with an anachronism.

In the three quarters of a century after accepting the Ottoman “protector-
ate” with annual tribute payment in order to redeem the peace and autonomy 
of the country, no important event can be identified in Moldo-Ottoman rela-
tions that was able to bring about an essential change of the status of Moldavia 
for the Ottoman Empire. Nevertheless, in May 1531, Süleyman the Magnif-
icent wrote to King Sigismund of Poland to vehemently protest about the ac-
ceptance of the Moldavian ambassadors: the princes of Moldavia and Wallachia 
servi, subditi et tributarii mei sunt, eorumque provinciae computantur inter alia 
dominia nostra et in numero provinciarum Bosnae et Samandriae habentur, nec 
dissimiles sunt provinciis meis propriis; sicut et subditi eorum sunt ad similitudinem 
subditorum meorum.79 In 1523, the same sultan informed the prince of Molda-
via, Stephen the Younger, of the conquest of the island of Rhodes (December 
1522), “as a friend of his” (tamquam amico suo).80 In 1531, Stephen’s successor 
was no longer “amicus suus”, but “servus, subditus et tributarius”. Or, during 
the respective period of time no Moldo-Ottoman military confrontation took 
place to justify such a change of attitude; only the changing of the ratio of forc-
es after Mohács could justify Süleyman’s words. Many years ago these words 

 78 Veress, Acta, pp. 197–198, no. 157.
 79 Hurmuzaki-Iorga, Documente privitoare la istoria românilor, vol. XI (Bucharest, 1900), p. 

21, no. XXV. The same letter dated only with the Ottoman month and the Hegira year is 
in Hurmuzaki-Bogdan too: Documente privitoare la istoria românilor, supl. II, 1 (Bucharest, 
1893), pp. 24–27, no. IX (see p. 26: “sont mes esclaves et tributaires et leurs possessions, in-
corporées dans nos autres États au même titre que la Bosnie et la Sémendrie, constituent ma 
propriété”). Also mentioned by Viorel Panaite: “The Legal and Political Status of Wallachia 
and Moldavia in Relation to the Ottoman Porte,” in The European Tributary States of the 
Ottoman Empire in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries, pp. 21–22.

 80 Quotation from a report dated 22 March 1523, sent to Archduke Ferdinand of Austria from 
Pardubice: “Retulerunt etiam oratores Ungari tyrannum Turcorum scripsisse Moldavo tamqu-
am amico suo…”: Politikatörténeti források Bátori István első helytartóságához (1522–1523) 
[Politisch-geschichtliche Quellen zur Geschichte der ersten Statthalterschaft von István Bátori 
(1522–1523)], ed. C. Tóth Norbert (Budapest: Magyar Országos Levéltár, 2010), p. 204, 
no. 181. The term “amicus” perhaps invites special discussion. It is reminiscent of the term 
employed by Philippus Buonaccorsi Callimachus (Ad Innocentium VIII, p. 50), who states 
that the Sultan had to name Stephen the Great “ally and friend” (coactus […] Stephanum 
ipsorum principem […] socium atque amicum appellare). Is this an echo of the well-known 
expression “friend of my friend and enemy of my enemy”?
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were considered to have expressed “a simple claim, with no cover”.81 While 
referring to them, two specialists of the Ottoman world also noted: “ L’assimi-
lation des deux pays roumains aux sanǧak de Bosna et de Semendire était sans 
doute abusive; elle ne correspondait aucunement à la réalité politique et relevait 
plutôt de la rhétorique ottomane”. Moreover, the Sultan’s words “contenaient 
[...] une revendication et une double menace”.82 Thus, it is “bel et bien d’une 
conception politique, de l’interprétation que Süleymān donnait (comme cer-
tains de ses prédécesseurs d’ailleurs) au dār al-‘ahd”.83

We do not doubt the validity of these explanations. But they refer to the 
“meridian” of Istanbul. Seen from Suceava, things were different and so were 
the perceptions and interpretations. After the dramatic events of 1538–1541, 
the prince of Moldavia would affirm (1542) that the Sultan “infringed his fi-
delity” (violatam eius erga se fidem), by “not taking into account the treaty and 
agreements his predecessors concluded with the Moldavians, not even his oath” 
(non habita faederis et pactorum que maiores sui cum Valachis inierant, non habita 
etiam iuris iurandi sui racione).84 All this seems to have infringed the condition 
formulated in 1519: neque aliquid innovetur, quod prius non fuit.

It is obvious that the positions were irreconcilable. It is also obvious that the 
balance of power was not in favour of Moldavia. Peter Rareş would characterise 
it through the parable of the cohabitation of the wolf with the sheep. According 
to our knowledge of this prince, we can say that his general politics was not 
characterised by the greatest prudence or wisdom. He could not find in Vienna 
the Christian suzerain with which to replace the one lost in 1526. His attempt to 
find in the other king of Hungary, Zápolya, an ally under the same patronage of 
the Great Turk, also failed. Thus began the Sultan’s campaign of 1538, officially 
included in the category of the “holy wars” (Gazây-i Kara Boǧdan – the holy 
war for Moldavia).85

This point in the history of the Romanians’ relations with the Porte could 
be dedicated a debate like that which has brought us together these days in Vi-
enna. The contrary opinions may be rooted in the different approaches to the 
matter. If they refer exclusively (or especially) to the sources of the Ottomans 

 81 Gorovei, “Moldova,” p. 658.
 82 Mihnea Berindei, Gilles Veinstein, L’Empire Ottoman et les Pays Roumains 1544–1545. Étude 

et documents (Paris – Cambridge: Éditions de l’École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales, 
1987), p. 54.

 83 Berindei, Veinstein, L’Empire Ottoman, p. 55.
 84 Document found at Biblioteka Narodowa of Warsaw, published by Constantin Rezachevici, 

“Petru Rareș și lumea creștină în anii 1541–1542, după noi izvoare polone. Solia hatmanului 
Petru Vartic din 1542,” 2, Revista Istorică (serie nouă) 7–8 (1990): pp. 702–703.

 85 Tahsin Gemil, “Agresiunea otomano-tătaro-poloneză și căderea lui Petru Rareș,” in Petru 
Rareș, p. 154; Panaite, Legal and Political Status, p. 11.
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and focus on their juridical regulations, the Turcologists answered, answer 
and maybe will always answer positively: yes, it was a conquest. The Romanian 
Turcologist Mihail Guboglu did just that half a century ago: “un problème 
majeur se pose à l’historiographie roumaine, celui de savoir si la Moldavie fut 
en réalité ou non conquise à la suite de l’expédition turque de 1538, entrepri-
se pour renverser Pierre Rareș de son trône. Bien que se soit là une question 
soulevée déjà par les historiens roumains, néanmoins elle n’a pas été résolue 
du fait que ces derniers ont négligé les sources turques et aussi parce qu’on ne 
l’a pas posée sur un fondement juridique”.86 In the years that followed, a large 
number of studies – also based on the documents found in the archives of the 
former Ottoman Empire – have posed a serious challenge to the picture Gu-
boglu painted.87 Many Romanian historians, and Turks too,88 have approached 
the event of 1538 and its immediate consequences in a more relaxed manner. In 
the opinion of one of the authors of the present paper, formulated in 1980, the 
year 1538 could not be ascribed the significance of some basic changes in the 
status of Moldavia, from the point of view of the Moldavian realities:89 “A more 
nuanced interpretation should replace the clear-cut formulations and chrono-
logic rigorous delimitations. Could the year 1538 be considered a turning point 
or does it represent, just like the other years (1473, 1486, 1504), the inauguration 
of a new stage in the Moldo-Ottoman relations, with the increase of the charges, 
especially of the economical ones?”.90 A succinct analysis of the structural elements 
of the Moldo-Ottoman relations concluded that the innovations were so min-

 86 M. Guboglu, “L’inscription turque de Bender relative à l’expédition de Soliman le Magni-
fique en Moldavie (1538/945),” Studia et Acta Orientalia 1 (1957): p. 186 (Romanian versi-
on: “Inscripţia sultanului Suleiman Magnificul în urma expediţiei în Moldova (1538/945),” 
Studii. Revistă de Istorie 2–3 (1956): p. 122). His “étude consacrée à la campagne de Soliman 
le Magnifique en Moldavie”, promised on this occasion, was no longer published.

 87 It is true that our Turcologist has seriously nuanced this image: “en présence des diverses 
transformations politiques, des différentes idées et conceptions, qui s’entrechoquaient dans 
la Péninsule des Balkans et dans toute l’Europe orientale, il était naturel que la politique 
ottomane n’adoptât pas une attitude unique et une seule formule pour conquérir et exploi-
ter les pays conquis. D’autres recherches auront à préciser néanmoins dans quelle mesure 
la partie des Pays Roumains qui ne se trouvait pas directement soumise à l’administration 
turque, était considérée territoire de conquête, selon les multiples nuances du droit musul-
man” (Guboglu, “Inscription turque,” p. 187; Guboglu, “Inscripţia sultanului Suleiman,” p. 
123). 

 88 See, for example, M. Tayyib Gökbilgin, “La structure des relations turco-roumaines et des 
raisons de certains hüküms, ferman, berat et des ordres des sultans adréssés aux princes 
de la Moldavie et de la Valachie aux XVIe et XVIIe siècles,” Belleten 165–168 (1978): pp. 
761–773.

 89 Cf. Gorovei, “Moldova,” pp. 659–665.
 90 Gorovei, “Moldova,” p. 664.
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imal, that they do not entitle us to see the year 1538 as a turning point.91 Yet, 
that does not mean that it was not a time of crisis, of terrible crisis.

Very recently, the author of an important study, lengthy and erudite,92 has 
again reached the conclusion that the two Romanian Principalities were con-
quered during the reign of Süleyman the Magnificent, becoming an integral 
part of the Ottoman Empire.93 As for our own opinion, we think that such 
a conclusion is not adequate in regard to everything that the non-Ottoman 
sources of the time relate, as well as in regard to later documentation. It is not 
adequate in regard to everything known so far – on the basis of some sources of 
undoubted authenticity and reliability – about the subsequent history of Ro-
manian-Ottoman relations. On the other hand, the analogy with the situation 
of the Bulgarian and Serbian empires, and with that of the Hungarian kingdom 
too, makes it difficult to understand the very concept of a conquest.

It is true that after the campaign to Moldavia, new “letters of conquest” 
(fetih-nâme-i Kara Boǧdan) were written. But such texts were drafted after the 
campaigns of 1476 and 1484 too. Besides, it is a well-known fact that after the 
failure of the first siege of Vienna, in 1529, Süleyman sent a “bulletin of victo-
ry” (10 November 1529) too.94

 91 This quality could be ascribed, for example, to the reign of John the Terrible (1572–1574), 
who minted a coin according to the Ottoman monetary system, called akçe – cf. Gorovei, 
“Moldova”, pp. 665–666. The same conclusion is reached as a result of the information 
collected by Paul Ricaut (1629–1700) at Istanbul, where he was the secretary of the British 
ambassador, the Earl of Winchelsea, and published in his book entitled The History of the 
Present State of the Ottoman Empire (London, 1686), pp. 113–114: “John the Vayvod by 
treachery losing his life, this Province fell totally into the power of the Turk, and was united 
to his Empire in the year 1574”. Analysis of the Ottoman monetary system and the extent to 
which the Romanian Principalities adopted it can lead to much more comprehensive conclu-
sions, such as those formulated by Şevket Pamuk: “The Danubian Principalities were never 
fully incorporated into the Ottoman Empire but became vassal states paying regular tribute 
[…]. These principalities were mostly independent in their internal affairs and did not adopt 
Ottoman institutions such as the timar land tenure system. As a rule, the Ottomans did not 
mint coins in Wallachia or Moldavia. Similarly, local rulers in Wallachia did not mint coins 
with their own name and those in Moldavia did so on a limited basis. This pattern can not 
be explained solely by reference to the absence of specie in these areas. Instead, the pattern 
is highly suggestive about both the extent and the limits of the autonomy enjoyed by these 
principalities during the Ottoman period” (Şevket Pamuk, A Monetary History of the Otto-
man Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), p. 92).

 92 Panaite, “Legal and Political Status,” pp. 9–42.
 93 Panaite, “Legal and Political Status,” p. 42.
 94 Published by Joseph von Hammer; ed. fr.: Histoire de l’Empire ottoman depuis son origine 

jusqu’à nos jours, trans. J. J. Hellert, vol. 5 (Paris, 1836), pp. 457–460. See also the comment 
of Gilles Veinstein, “L’Europe et le Grand Turc,” in Henry Laurens, John Tolan, Gilles Vein-
stein, L’Europe et l’Islam. Quinze siècles d’histoire (Paris: Odile Jacob, 2009), p. 149.
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In the inscription he made at the fortress raised at Tighina (Bender), on 
the River Dniester, the Sultan is called fatih bildān-i Bugdanym, “conqueror 
of Bugdan country”.95 Does this title reflect reality? The late Mihail Guboglu 
thought it did: “Ici” – he said – “le mot fatih ne peut être considéré comme un 
élément superflu, dû au style fleuri cher à la rhétorique orientale, car il exprime 
une certaine réalité historique. On ne saurait douter le moins du monde que 
cette conquête concerne directement toute la Moldavie, et non pas seulement 
quelques points d’appui [...]”.96 Is this assertion justified? Let us see.

A noble faction made up of Peter Rareş’ political adversaries had called Sü-
leyman to Moldavia. The conditions had already been established,97 and we 
shall see that the Sultan observed them entirely. In fact, he really had a maximal 
plan: changing Moldavia into a sanǧaq for one of his sons. Yet, he opted for the 
minimal plan: he gave the country a prince from its local dynasty, as the boyars 
had asked, observing, pro forma, even the boyars’ right to electe. (Incidental-
ly, elections were held with only one candidate). The vacuum of power lasted 
one week. Peter Rareş left the country on 14 September, the name of the new 
prince, the favourite of the Sultan, was announced on 18 September, and his 
acceptance and investiture took place on 21 September.

The city of Suceava, the heart of power, was surrendered without fighting, 
the day after Peter left the country. The Sultan sat there for one week. But no 
source – neither interior (Ottoman or Moldavian) nor external – reports that 

 95 Guboglu, “Inscription turque,” pp. 184–185; Guboglu, “Inscripţia sultanului Suleiman,” p. 
119.

 96 Guboglu, “Inscription turque,” p. 187, corrected through “Inscripţia sultanului Suleiman,” p. 
123: “Here the term fatih cannot be considered as a superfluous element of the flourished 
style of the Oriental rhetoric, because it expressed a certain historical reality. There is no 
doubt that this conquest refers directly to the entire Moldavia, not only to some point of 
support for the Turks [...]”.

 97 Petrum pro hoste haberet, dominio pelleret, alium vaivodam gentis suae virum illis praeficeret, a 
caede abstineret, fortunas non diriperet, regnum pro se non occuparet, uxores ac liberi essent in-
violati et a captivitate tuti, suisque juribus, legibus ac fide uti sineret; tributa vero et dona pactis 
majorum suorum sancita acciperet, hisque contentus esset (“to have Peter as enemy, to chase him 
away from the throne, to install another voivode, from among the men of his nation, not to 
kill them, not to plunder the estates, not to occupy the country for himself, the wives and 
children be protected from slavery, to let them use their rights, laws and faith, to receive the 
tribute and gifts <as they used to be> sanctioned through the agreements of their predeces-
sors. And he should be contented with all of these”): Antonius Wrancius, “De rebus gestis 
Hungarorum. VI. De apparatu Joannis regis contra Solimanum caesarem in Transsylvaniam 
invadentem (1536–1538),” in Monumenta Hungariae Historica, Scriptores, vol. 2, ed. Szalay 
László (Pest, 1857), p. 77 (see also Antonius Wrancius Sibenicensis Dalmata, Expeditio-
nis Solymani in Moldaviam et Transsylvaniam libri duo. De situ Transsylvaniae, Moldaviae et 
Transalpinae liber tertius, ed. Kálmán Eperjesy (Budapest, 1944), p. 5; also mentioned by 
Papacostea, “Tratatele Ţării Românești și Moldovei,” p. 102, note 17).
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the Sultan changed the church of the city or the metropolitan church into a 
mosque, as would happen in 1541, when Buda was occupied. However, he 
made a very symbolic gesture of power: he looted the treasure of the country 
found in the underground hideaway of the walled city. But a quarter of a cen-
tury after this event, the imperial agent Belsius learned from Moldavia that 
Süleyman had finally returned what he had taken from Suceava, just to retain 
the “good will” of the Moldavians.98 Actually, the circumstances in which Peter 
Rareş regained reign deserve the attention of a separate study. According to the 
information Leunclavius collected, he was restitutus in integrum.99

One by one, the conclusions risk becoming clichés: pompous statements, 
rhetoric, and official phraseology on the one hand, and flattering, ironical, 
threatening and partisan statements100 on the other. All of them are smoke 
screens beyond which we must peer to see the reality of the facts, and the texts 
known allow us to do so. They must be analysed attentively, always in the gen-
eral context that generated them.

The transformation of Transylvania into a principality submitted to the 
Porte, ruled by the child king John Sigismund Zápolya, brought the three Car-
pathian Principalities under some kind of common denominator.101 After the 

 98 Nam et Suleymanus, cum hanc occupasset provinciam, omniam isthec integre in Socyauia restituit 
eoque facto beneuolentiam sub servitute restrinxit: Hurmuzaki-Densușianu, Documente, vol. II, 
1, p. 425, no. CCCXCIV. Romanian version: Călători străini despre Ţările Române, vol. 2, 
ed. Maria Holban (responsible editor), M. M. Alexandrescu-Dersca Bulgaru, Paul Cernovo-
deanu (Bucharest: Editura Știinţifică, 1970), p. 175 (“căci și Soliman, când a ocupat această 
ţară, a restituit în întregime toate cele de acest fel din Suceava și prin acest fapt a păstrat 
bunăvoinţa acestora, chiar subjugaţi”).

 99 Ioannes Leunclavius, Annales Sultanorum Othmanidarum a turcis sua lingua scripsit ... (Fran-
kfurt, 1588), p. 88.

 100 On 24 July 1537 he wrote to King Sigismund: Istud regnum est supremi ac invictissimi impe-
ratoris turcarum, domini nostri clementissimi, ac nobis concessit possidendum, vivat sua Caesarea 
Majestas! (Hurmuzaki-Densușianu, Documente, vol. II, 1, p. 147, no. CXI). Romanian versi-
on: N. Iorga, Scrisori de boieri, scrisori de domni, second edition (Vălenii de Munte, 1925), p. 
198 (“ţara aceasta e a preaînălţatului și nebiruitului împărat turcesc, domnul meu cel prea-
milostiv, și ne-a dat-o nouă s-o stăpânim: să trăiască Măria Sa împărătească !”). But the same 
day the ambassadors of Ferdinand of Habsburg, the King of the Romans, were reminded of 
the role of Moldavia in the defence against the infidels: nos ab ista parte regni Majestati Regie 
fuimus ac sumus pro diffesione ut scutum, tam ex parte tartarorum, quam turcorum (Hurmuza-
ki-Densușianu, Documente, vol. II, 1, p. 148, no. CXII). Translation: “we, those living in this 
part of the country of His Majesty the King, were and are for defence, like a shield, against 
the Tatars and against the Turks”.

 101 “Sans doute, Moldavie, Valachie et Transylvanie partagent-elles désormais un même statut 
d’états vassaux et tributaires de l’empire, mais on discerne également des différences sensibles 
entre les traitements réservées à chacun d’eux...” (Berindei, Veinstein, L’Empire Ottoman, p. 
13).
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events from 1538–1541, the general state of things deteriorated, but the au-
tonomy of the principalities remained rather large. In 1554, prince Alexander 
of Moldavia emphasised the better conditions which his country and Wallachia 
enjoyed, compared to Transylvania, where Süleyman insisted on imposing Zá-
polya and refused to receive the tribute that the Diet would have liked to send 
on behalf of Ferdinand of Austria.102 Yet, after ten years, the truce which was 
being prepared between Emperor Maximilian II and the Sultan included spe-
cial mention of the two Romanian princes: “in questa amicitia si comprendano 
li vaivodi di Bogdania et Valachia”. The Sultan guaranteed that his Muslim 
officials and subjects would not cause any trouble, and neither “dalli subiugati 
con la potentissima mia spada, re Stefano, re di Transilvania, li vayvoda di Va-
lachia et di Bogdania, et altri servitori nostri christiani tributarii, li quali sono 
inclusi in questa pace”.103 Ten years later, while announcing a change of reign 
in Moldavia, Selim II noted in the ending of a letter: Regnum enim Moldaviae 
est nostrum ut Constantinopolis.104 In cauda venenum...

For the father, the status of Moldavia was the same as that of Bosnia and 
Smederevo; for the son, with that of Constantinople itself. Is the historian per-
mitted to make these assertions solid premises for his reasoning? If the Porte 
recognized only the title of King of  Spain to Charles V, and that of King of   
Vienna to Rudolph II, should the historian accept that the two Habsburgs were 
not emperors of the Holy Empire?

Thus, we return to what may be considered a key problem in the recon-
struction, description and understanding of the Romanians’ relations with the 
Porte: were Moldavia and Wallachia really conquered and included in the Em-
pire of the Crescent, such as Constantinople, Bosnia and Smederevo? If such a 
conquest existed, then certainly, the question of “why the Turks did not con-
quer the Romanian Principalities”?105 is pointless.

It would be important and useful to collect, from the texts of the time, the 
narratives to show us what the people themselves thought. We know such texts, 
but their presentation here is certainly impossible. It would perhaps be profit-

 102 Hurmuzaki-Densușianu, Documente privitoare la istoria românilor, vol. II, 5 (Bucharest, 
1897), pp. 178 and 180, no. LXXV.

 103 Hurmuzaki, Documente privitoare la istoria românilor, vol. VIII (Bucharest, 1894), p. 100, 
no. CXXXIII. As Professor Claudia Römer pointed out during the discussions that followed 
the presentation of this report, the respective clause was removed from the final form of the 
treaty. The case – which is not singular – is worth special attention.

 104 Hurmuzaki-Densușianu, Documente, vol. II, 1, p. 714, no. DCLXXXVIII.
 105 It is the title of an important study, published by P. P. Panaitescu in 1944 (Revista Fundaţiilor 

Regale 5: pp. 293–304), reprinted in idem, Interpretări românești. Studii de istorie economică 
și socială (Bucharest: Universul, 1947), pp. 144–159; second edition, ed. Ștefan S. Gorovei 
and Maria Magdalena Székely (Bucharest: Editura Enciclopedică, 1994), pp. 111–118.
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able to “borrow” from Wallachia a text that seems eloquent. It comes from the 
most authorised representatives of the political class of Wallachia and it was not 
drafted for official political purposes in order to affirm a certain point of view. 
It is a letter sent in September 1599 by a group of Wallachian boyars, alarmed 
by the situation in their country and by the prospect of war against the Porte: if 
now the Turks come here, to our country, they will dismount it [= conquer it, take 
it into possession, reorganise it on another basis] and will put a Turk to rule in 
our country, and will Islamize all the Christians, and will destroy the monasteries 
and churches, and lots of Christians will die.106 It is obvious that for the Roma-
nian boyars at the end of the sixteenth century, their country, submitted and 
tributary to the Porte, was not at all a conquered land. The conquest107 had to 
involve Ottoman administration, colonisation with Muslims, forced Islamiza-
tion, dissolution of the monasteries and churches.108

One year earlier, on 4 August 1598, the peace between the Porte and Po-
land was renewed. One of the clauses of the treaty recognised the possibility of 
having a hereditary dynasty in Moldavia, provided the well-known obligations 
were respected.109 This was without precedent in the history of this country.110 

 106 Ștefan Ștefănescu, “Știri noi cu privire la domnia lui Mihai Viteazul,” Studii și Materiale 
de Istorie Medie 5 (1962): p. 187; Documente și însemnări românești din secolul al XVI-lea 
(Bucharest: Editura Academiei, 1979), p. 111. The fragment with the verb “a descăleca” (to 
dismount), meaning to found, to organise, to reorganise, has been commented upon by Ştefan 
S. Gorovei, Întemeierea Moldovei. Probleme controversate (Iași: Editura Universităţii “Alexan-
dru Ioan Cuza”, 1997), pp. 62–63.

 107 See also Halil Inalcik, “Ottoman Methods of Conquest,” Studia Islamica 2 (1954): pp. 
103–129; Krassimira Moutafova, “On the Problem of the Ottoman Methods of Conquest 
(According to Neșri and Sultan Murad’s Gazavatname),” Études balkaniques 2 (1995): pp. 
64–81.

 108 Panaitescu, Interpretări românești, p. 113: “the country occupied by the Turks effectively 
became their property, the estates were changed into timars (Turkish military fiefs), some 
others into small estates of serfs belonging to a bey or sipahi. The Ottoman conquest meant 
the division of the entire land to the Turkish military colonists; all the population were in 
slavery and not only the nobility, the owners of land, disappeared, but also the freeholders, 
who were proud they could own a small plot of land. The entire nation became a people of 
slaves. We, the Romanians, have never been the Turks’ slaves. The Turks have never been 
allowed to settle in our villages as land owners, and neither at the time of supreme humility 
in the eighteenth century was a mosque raised in our country”.

 109 Mehmed, Documente turcești, pp. 142–143, no. 150.
 110 The chance of an internationally recognised hereditary dynasty would arise again a centu-

ry later. It would be promised to Constantine Cantemir, in 1690, by Emperor Leopold I 
(Andrei Veress, Documente privitoare la istoria Ardealului, Moldovei și Ţării Românești, vol. 
11 (Bucharest: Fundaţia “Regele Carol I”, 1939), p. 401, no. 253), and then to Demetrius 
Cantemir, in 1711, by Peter the Great (cf. Maria Magdalena Székely, “Moldova lui Dimitrie 
Cantemir și Descrierea ei,” in Dimitrie Cantemir. Perspective interdisciplinare, ed. Bogdan Cre-
ţu (Iași: Institutul European, 2012), pp. 167–168). But the Moldavian boyars were hostile 
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Or, how could the existence of a Christian hereditary dynasty co-exist with 
the status of a conquered territory, like Constantinople, Bosnia or Smederevo? 
Neither must we forget that the renewal of the peace in 1598 came only a few 
years after the attempt of the Turks to change Moldavia into a province of the 
empire, a tentative measure that caused an immediate military response from 
Poland. An army commanded by chancellor Jan Zamoyski was sent to Mol-
davia. The conflict ended with a compromise between the two powers, which 
brought about the confirmation of Jeremy Movilă as prince of Moldavia, with 
the status of vassal of the Ottoman Empire.111

It would be ideal to have information from three sources – Ottoman, Ro-
manian, and other – from as close a point in time as possible. Fortunately, 
we have such a collection of opinions from different sources, from a relatively 
short time span, dating from the last quarter of the seventeenth century. The 
Moldavian chronicler Ion Neculce (1672–1745) relates that in the very year he 
was born, before the conquest of the Polish city of Kamenec-Podolsk, a discus-
sion took place between the vizier who commanded the army and a Moldavian 
boyar who had come to the Ottoman camp at his request, to assist and advise 
him. This boyar was none other than the most erudite Moldavian of the time, 
and very passionate about the history of his country: the chronicler Miron 
Costin, author of historical works in Latin, Polish, and Romanian. The vizier 
asked him what the Moldavians thought about the conquest of the Polish city: 
were they glad, or not? It was a terrible and very embarrassing question, espe-
cially for a notorious Polonophile like Costin. Very reticently, he said: we, the 
Moldavians, rejoice in the extension of the empire all over the place and as much as 
possible, but we would not rejoice it were to extend over our country.112 The answer 
was appreciated and confirmed by the vizier: you are right.113 Thus, both parties 
agreed that the Ottoman Empire did not include the principality of Moldavia 
at that time, just as the city of Kamenec-Podolsk had been included.

From 1677–1678, during the discussions caused by the intention of the 
Ottomans to occupy effectively Ragusa (Dubrovnik), its diplomats explained 
to the grand vizier Kara Mustafa that they were not subjects of the Sultan, but 
his tributaries: “Vi è gran differenza tra il essere suddito ed essere tributario. 

to the principle of heredity (Székely, “Moldova lui Dimitrie Cantemir,” p. 168), a fact which 
places the failure of the “hereditary reign” granted to Movilă family, in 1598, in a new light.

 111 Dariusz Kołodziejczyk, The Crimean Khanate and Poland-Lithuania. International Diplomacy 
on the European Periphery (15th–18th Century). A Study of Peace Treaties Followed by Annotat-
ed Documents (Leiden – Boston: Brill, 2011), p. 111.

 112 Ion Neculce, Opere. Letopiseţul Ţării Moldovei și O samă de cuvinte, ed. Gabriel Ștrempel 
(Bucharest: Minerva, 1982), p. 221 (“Sintem noi moldovenii bucuroși să să lăţască în toate 
părţili cât de mult, iar pesté ţara noastră nu ne pare biné să să lăţască”).

 113 Neculce, Opere, p. 221 (“Drept ai grăit”).
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Vi sono molti e gran Prencipi, che sono tributarii ad altri Prencipi, ma non si 
possono dire essere sudditi”. The inhabitants of Ragusa recognised that “siamo 
sottomessi al Gran Signore, ma raccommandatisi alla sua prottetione con offer-
ta d’un annuo tributo [...] confermato a noi [...] d’athnama [ahd-nâme!], nella 
quale non s’asserisce in verun luogo che noi ci siamo soggettati a lui, ne che egli 
habbi lassato a noi libera la città”. From the shores of the Adriatic Sea, the situa-
tion of the Danubian Principalities was seen somehow differently: “i Prencipi 
di Transilvania, di Vallachia e di Moldavia, i quali sono imediatamente creati 
dal Gran Signore e rimassi a voglia sua [...]”.114 Faced with the aggressive ten-
dencies of the Porte, the inhabitants of Ragusa defended themselves with the 
same arguments as the Romanians,115 pointing out that “the Protector cannot 
violate the contract of protection in regard to his tributaries”. Things were seen 
quite differently from the banks of the Bosphorus: “Les sultans considéraient 
Dubrovnik et son petit territoire longeant le littoral adriatique comme partie 
intégrante de leur Empire et du sanǧaq d’Herzégovine même s’il bénéficiait 
d’une large autonomie.”116

In essence, the inhabitants of Ragusa confirmed the fact that Transylvania, 
Wallachia and Moldavia were not provinces of the Ottoman Empire, rather 
they were under the Sultan’s protection, in exchange for the annual tribute.117 
The main elements of this argument are also found in some of the texts refer-
ring to the Romanian Principalities.

A Frenchman known only as Sieur de la Croix, secretary and close collab-
orator of the Marquis de Nointel (representative of Louis XIV at the Porte), 
who was well acquainted with the situation of the Romanian Principalities he 
passed through on his way to Poland, wrote the following in 1676: “La Mol-
davie n’a point esté subjuguée par les Turcs, Bogdan Voda l’offrit & se soûmit 
volontairement à Mehemet II, d’où vient que les Turcs la nomment à present 
Bogdan Vilayet, Bogdanie. [...] Sultan Mehemet [...] lui accorda sa protection, 

 114 Zdenko Zlatar, “Kara Mustapha and the Republic of Dubrovnik (1677–1678): A New Inter-
pretation,” Balcanica 8 (1977): p. 211; the document was held in the archives of Dubrovnik, 
Lettere di Levante, LXIII, 143’–148’, 150–153.

 115 For the comparison between the status of Ragusa and that of Moldavia, see Faroqhi, Ottoman 
Empire, pp. 81–82.

 116 Boško I. Bojović, Raguse (Dubrovnik) et l’Empire ottoman (1430–1520). Les actes impériaux 
ottomans en vieux-serbe de Murad II à Selim Ier (Paris: Association Pierre Belon, 1998), p. 11.

 117 Very interesting in this regard is the observation of Pietro Busenello, who in 1744, during the 
“Phanariot regime” for the Romanian Principalities, distinguished between “tributary states, 
like Mingrelia, Georgia and Ragusa, confederate states (Crimea Tripolis, Tunis and Algiers) 
and states submitted, which the Porte allowed to redeem their autonomy through a tribute, a 
situation which the Venetian author recognises in Egypt and in the Danubian Principalities. 
It is not a juridical situation, but one imposed by practice: this is why the experts in law will 
look for it in vain in the official notes”: Pippidi, “‘Șoimii împărătești’,” p. 15.
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au moyen d’un tribut annuel arresté par les Capitulations, & le confirma dans 
tous les honneurs que l’on fait encore aujourd’hui au Beig de Moldavie au mo-
ment de sa reception à la Porte, & de son installlation dans la Principauté”.118 In 
the first part of this narrative there is the Moldavian “tradition”, evoked at the 
beginning of our paper; the second part refers to the status of the country in its 
relations with the Porte. What today we call “key words” are protection, tribute, 
capitulations, honors. There is no mention of incorporation as provinces of the 
empire, as a result of a conquest.

In spite of the fact that, from the second half of the sixteenth-century on-
ward, the Sultan called Moldavia and Wallachia vilayets, the Carpathian Princi-
palities were not considered part of the Ottoman Empire. This fact can be also 
seen in the project of a Polish-Tatar treaty drafted in 1654, which stipulated 
that the princes of Transylvania, Moldavia and Wallachia were to remain in 
friendly relations with the king of Poland and the Crimean Khan, all three of 
them being tributaries of the Sultan.119

A few decades later, during the preliminaries of the peace of Karlowitz, of 
January 1699, the Polish ambassadors insisted that the Ottoman Empire ceded 
to Poland, besides Podolia and Western Ukraine (lost in 1672 and now re-
cuperated), the principality of Moldavia.120 The request was rejected with the 
argument that the Sultan had no such authority over this country, since it had 
been submitted by its own accord, not conquered by sword.121 That same cen-

 118 Franz Babinger, “O relaţiune neobservată despre Moldova sub domnia lui Antonie vodă 
Ruset,” Analele Academiei Române. Memoriile Secţiunii Istorice s. III, 19 (1937): p. 123. Ro-
manian version: Călători străini despre Ţările Române, vol. 7, ed. Maria Holban (responsi-
ble editor), M. M. Alexandrescu-Dersca Bulgaru, Paul Cernovodeanu (Bucharest: Editura 
Știinţifică și Enciclopedică, 1980), p. 256 (“Moldova n-a fost subjugată de turci. Bogdan 
vodă a oferit-o și s-a supus de bună voie lui Mehmet al II-lea; de aceea turcii o numesc acum 
Bogdan-Vilayet – Bogdania. [...] Sultanul Mehmet [...] i-a acordat protecţia sa în schimbul 
unui tribut anual, stabilit pe baza capitulaţiilor și l-a confirmat în toate onorurile care se dau 
chiar și astăzi beiului Moldovei în momentul când este primit la Poartă și la instalarea lui în 
domnie”).

 119 “[…] the Transylvanian prince Rákóczi, as well as the Moldavian hospodar and the Walla-
chian hospodar, remain in the established friendship with His illustrious Majesty, the king 
of Poland, and his states, and all the three ones are tributaries of His illustrious Majesty, the 
Turkish emperor, then the free tsar, His Majesty, the Crimean khan, should regard them as 
his friends…” (Kołodziejczyk, Crimean Khanate and Poland-Lithuania, p. 970, no. 61; see 
also p. 166).

 120 Rifa'at A. Abou-El-Haj, “Ottoman Diplomacy at Karlowitz,” Journal of the American Orien-
tal Society 4 (1967): pp. 498–512.

 121 Neculce, Opere, p. 396 (“Leșii încă cerea taré Ţara Moldovei, dar turcei au răspunsu pentru 
Ţara Moldovei că Ţara Moldovei nu pot să o dè, să le fie lor podani [= supusă], că este vol-
nică; că turcilor îi închinată, nu-i luată cu sabia”). The essence of the answer given by the 
representatives of the Porte at Karlowitz is confirmed by Ottoman documents of the previous 
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tury, an Ottoman chronicler, Hüseyin Hezarfenn, wrote that the tribute was of 
two sorts: one paid by the “giaours” from the countries really conquered, and 
the other one paid by the “giaours” from Moldavia, Wallachia and Transylvania 
who live in peace and good understanding with the Sultan.122

We must add that the Romanians themselves had also begun to be afraid 
of the success of the Holy League, after the liberation of Vienna: a letter dated 
September 1688 illustrates the Orthodox fear of the possibility that after their 
release from the Turks they might be forced to adopt the Roman Catholic con-
fession and see their monasteries and churches changed into Catholic places of 
worship.123

The same Sieur de la Croix, whose words we have already mentioned, had 
explained in 1675 – and he was in a good position to provide this explana-
tion124 – why the Romanian Principalities were not turned into real provinces 
of the Ottoman Empire. While looking for answers to the question of why the 
Turks did not conquer the Romanian Principalities, this explanation was noticed 
late and only in passing.125 Here it is in its entirety: “Les Turcs plusieurs fois 
ont mis en deliberation de faire gouverner ces deux provinces par des pachas, 
au prejudice de leurs promesses, mais elle n’a point eu d’effet, ayant considere 
qu’ils tirent beaucoup plus de ces gouverneurs cretiens qu’ils ne feroient des 
Turcs et que ceux-là, outre le tribut annuel, leur fournissent tous les trois ans 
une somme si considerable pour leur confirmation […]”.126 This observation 

century. Thus, Sultan Murat III affirmed, in August 1585, that Moldavia is not part of the 
House of Islam (Mihai Maxim, “L’autonomie de la Moldavie et de la Valachie dans les actes 
officiels de la Porte, au cours de la seconde moitié du XVIe siècle,” Revue des Études Sud-Est 
Européennes 2 (1977): p. 210, reprinted in idem, L’Empire ottoman au nord du Danube et l’au-
tonomie des Principautés Roumaines au XVIe siècle. Études et documents (Istanbul: Isis, 1999).

 122 Mihai Maxim, “Recherches sur les circonstances de la majoration du kharaj de la Moldavie 
entre les années 1538 et 1574,” Association Internationale d’Études du Sud-Est Européen. Bul-
letin 2 (1972): pp. 236–237, reprinted in idem, L’Empire ottoman au nord du Danube, p. 188.

 123 Relaţiile istorice dintre popoarele U.R.S.S. și România în veacurile XV – începutul celui de-al 
XVIII-lea / Исторические связи народов CCCP и Румынии в XV – начале XVIII в, 
ed. I. Grosul, A. C. Oţetea, A. A. Novoselski, L. V. Cerepnin (Moscow: Nauka, 1970), pp. 
84–93, no. 27.

 124 The information Sieur de la Croix provided is worth analysis together with that of Paul 
Ricaut, since it was collected from the same environment and dates from the same period.

 125 Mihai Maxim, Ţările Române şi Înalta Poartă. Cadrul juridic al relaţiilor româno-otomane în 
Evul Mediu (Bucharest: Editura Enciclopedică, 1993), p. 130 (study “Cadrul istoric: de ce 
n-au cucerit turcii Ţările Române ?,”: pp. 111–142).

 126 N. Iorga, Acte și fragmente cu privire la istoria românilor, adunate din depozitele de manuscri-
se ale Apusului, vol. 2 (Bucharest, 1896), pp. 736–737. Romanian version: Călători străini 
despre Ţările Române, vol. 7, p. 254 (“Turcii de mai multe ori au pus în discuţie trecerea 
cârmuirii acestor două provincii unor pașale, în ciuda făgăduielilor lor, dar aceasta nu a avut 
urmări, căci ei au socotit că scot mult mai mult de la acești guvernatori creștini decât <ceea 
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is also supported by some rather recent research. Şevket Pamuk, a renowned 
expert on Ottoman economic history, reached the conclusion that “in many 
remote areas, such as Eastern Anatolia, Iraq, Egypt, Yemen, Wallachia (Ro-
mania), Moldavia, and the Maghrib, the Ottomans collected taxes but left 
the existing land regimes largely or completely unaltered to avoid economic 
disruption and popular unrest. The central government might not have had 
the fiscal, administrative, and economic resources to establish a new system in 
these areas, anyway”.127 The Romanian historian Bogdan Murgescu empha-
sised, in his turn, “the incapacity of the Ottoman political factors to effectively 
control the economic processes inside the Ottoman world”, with unavoidable 
consequences in the field of the political relations between the Danubian Prin-
cipalities and the Empire.128 The profitability of the indirect administration 
through local princes (later Phanariots or entirely Greeks) was accepted by 
the researchers with some important nuances which do not touch the essence 
of the matter.129 After all, fiscal exploitation was more profitable that direct 
occupation ...130

To the economic reason, of a pragmatic nature, was added the geopolitical 
one, the important of which must be revisited if not reassessed, and which P. 
P. Panaitescu summed up as follows: “The Romanian Principalities were not in 
the main direction of the Turkish conquest, they occupied a position adjacent 
to this line”.131 Today we believe we can suggest a third reason, seen from the 
perspective of the mediaeval ideology of power.

Following the same line as Franz Babinger, in 1960 Halil İnalcık drew at-
tention to a possible “significant aspect in Mehmed’s conquests: reunification 
around Istanbul of the old Byzantine territories which were portioned under 
the local dynasties”.132 Şerban Papacostea also mentioned in 1973 “the fact that 

ce> ar scoate de la <niște guvernatori> turci, și că aceia [= domnii creștini] le dau în afară de 
tributul anual, la trei ani pentru confirmarea în domnie, o sumă atât de mare de bani...”).

 127 Șevket Pamuk, “Institutional Change and the Longevity of the Ottoman Empire, 1500–
1800,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History 2 (2004): p. 230.

 128 Bogdan Murgescu, “Comerţ și politică în relaţiile româno-otomane (secolele XVI–XVIII),” in 
idem, Ţările Române între Imperiul Otoman şi Europa creştină (Iași: Polirom, 2012), p. 184.

 129 Maxim, Ţările Române, pp. 131–133. See also Mihai Maxim, O istorie a relaţiilor româno-oto-
mane, cu documente noi din arhivele turcești, vol. 1. Perioada clasică (1400–1600) (Brăila: 
Istros, 2012), pp. 15–31 (study “De ce n-au fost transformate Ţările Române în provincii 
otomane ?”).

 130 Keith Hitchins, “Ottoman Domination of the Moldavia and Wallachia in the Sixteenth 
Century,” in Asian Studies One. A Collection of Papers on Aspects of Asian History and Civiliza-
tion, ed. Balkrishna G. Gokhale (Bombay: Popular Prakashan, 1966): p. 132.

 131 Panaitescu, Interpretări românești, p. 117.
 132 Halil Inalcik, “Mehmed the Conqueror (1432–1481) and His Time,” Speculum 3 (1960): p. 

422.
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the ‘Byzantine idea’ played a certain role in the programme of conquests of 
Mehmed II”,133 bringing a confirmation (datable after 1453) from Western 
Europe: Genovese diplomatic instructions, the authors of which accepted that 
nos non fuisse miratos si pro terris que quondam fuerunt sub Imperio Grecorum 
Excellentia Sua [= Rex Turcorum] tributum aliquando petiit.134 Thus, as soon 
as Constantinople fell, Europe suspected that Mehmed would first of all seek 
everything that had belonged to the Byzantine Empire. In fact, as early as 1454, 
the Venetian Niccolò Sagundino announced that Mehmed’s claims, based on 
the conquest of the New Rome, still focused on the Old Rome: wasn’t Constan-
tinople a daughter of Rome?135

In the disembarkation in Italy, in 1480, which would cause the “Crusade 
of Otranto”, arguments of this kind seem to have played a certain role, having 
been conveyed from Venice through Battista Gritti, recently appointed am-
bassador of the Serenissima in Istanbul: “la Signoria, per mezzo del suo nuovo 
bailo a Stambul, Battista Gritti, fece dire al sultano che egli era nel suo pieno 
diritto se s’impadroniva di Brindisi, Taranto e Otranto, poiché, in qualità di co-
lonie greche, quei territori erano parti dell’ex impero di Bisanzio, che spettava 
in tutta la sua estensione a lui quale imperatore di Costantinopoli. Fino a qual 
punto dichiarazioni di questo genere abbiano contribuito all’attuazione della 
decisione, già da tempo presa, di metter piede su suolo italiano è naturalmente 
impossibile di scoprire...”.136 An answer to or an echo of Franz Babinger’s final 
observation was given by the very leader of the expedition of 1480, Gedik 
Ahmet pasha. He asked the king of Aragon to surrender to him “the entire 
principality of  Taranto, which used to belong to the Byzantine Empire, but [...] 
had been lost by the same more than three centuries before”.137

 133 Şerban Papacostea, “Die politischen Voraussetzungen für die wirtschaftliche Vorherrschaft 
des Osmanischen Reiches im Schwarzmeergebiet (1453–1484),” Münchner Zeitschrift für 
Balkankunde,” 1 (1978): p. 219, note 7 (“daß die ‘byzantinische’ Idee eine gewisse Rolle 
im Eroberungsprogramm Mehmeds II. gespielt [...]”). The Romanian version of this study 
was not published until two decades later: “Premisele politice ale hegemoniei economice a 
Imperiului Otoman în spaţiul Mării Negre (1453–1484),” Revista Istorică (serie nouă) 1–2 
(1999): p. 15, note 7.

 134 N. Iorga, Notes et extraits pour servir à l’histoire des croisades au XVe siècle (Bucharest 1915), p. 
79, no. I. It was a concession to the Sultan, si vero rex ipse aut sui ullum sermonem facerent de 
censu seu tributo propter Capham et allias terras maris pontici persolvendo.

 135 Franz Babinger, Maometto il Conquistatore e il suo tempore (Turin: Giulio Einaudi editore, 
1957), pp. 726–727.

 136 Babinger, Maometto il Conquistatore, pp. 579–580.
 137 Ştefan Andreescu, “Cu privire la ultima fază a raporturilor dintre Moldova şi Genova,” Anu-

arul Institutului de Istorie şi Arheologie ‘A. D. Xenopol’ 19 (1982): p. 211 (quoted: Ernesto 
Pontieri, Per la storia del regno di Ferrante I d’Aragon, re di Napoli (Naples, [1947]), p. 203). 
Andreescu notes: “Thus, it would be possible that Serenissima itself provided this historical 
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As for Moldavia, we can wonder whether in 1484 the Porte was content to 
take only the merchant cities together with their surrounding territory, wishing 
for this very “succession”, since the old Byzantine Parathalassia was there.138 It 
is also possible that the territory taken from Moldavia in 1538, situated in the 
north of the zone occupied in 1484, evoked the old Tatar occupation in this 
area, insofar as “Tatar graves built in stone, with inscriptions”139 were searched 
for there. Besides, these were not the only successions the sultans had in view. 
For example, Mehmed II affirmed his right to the succession of Stephen Laza-
rević (1389–1427), in competition with the despot George Branković.140 It is 
quite possible that a historian has studied this “political and ideological con-
cept” of the successions adopted by the sultans once they had effectively con-
quered a Christian state, but we are certainly not aware of any.141

Yet, we mention again, in this context, the relationship between Moldavia 
and the Hungarian kingdom. Its submission gladio nostro imperiali acutissimo 
(as Süleyman the Magnificent would say in 1555142) would make the Sultan 
the successor to the king who died at Mohács. He considers himself the ruler of 
Hungary and in this capacity would also regulate the situation of  Transylvania, 
as is well known.143 But, having been successor to the king of Hungary, as one 

argument to the Turks. However, the fact that they took it over and used it proves that it 
was included in a political and ideological concept which [the Ottomans] had assumed and 
consciously applied” (Andreescu, “Ultima fază,” p. 211, note 49).

 138 Ștefan S. Gorovei, “Câteva însemnări pentru istoria relaţiilor româno-otomane în veacurile 
XV–XVI,” in Românii în istoria universală, vol. 1, ed. I. Agrigoroaiei, Gh. Buzatu, V. Cristian 
(Iași: Universitatea “Al. I. Cuza”, 1986), p. 39. It is very interesting to note that, although con-
quered in 1484, the two merchant cities were submitted to tribute only after the conclusion 
of the peace with Moldavia, in 1486: Nicoară Beldiceanu, “La Moldavie ottomane à la fin du 
XVe siècle et au début du XVIe siècle,” Revue des Études Islamiques 2 (1969): p. 263. It was also 
then that the frontier of this “Ottoman Moldavia”, listed in a document on the delimitation 
of the frontiers (sınur-nâme), was settled: Tahsin Gemil, “Quelques observations concernant la 
conclusion de la paix entre la Moldavie et l’Empire Ottoman (1486) et la délimitation de leur 
frontière,” Revue Roumaine d’Histoire 3 (1983): pp. 235–238.

 139 Corfus, Documente, p. 32, no. 25; Gorovei, “Câteva însemnări,” p. 39.
 140 Inalcik, “Mehmed the Conqueror,” p. 416.
 141 For the various aspects and forms of the Byzantine legacy in the territories the Turks con-

quered, see Speros Vryonis Jr.: “The Byzantine Legacy and Ottoman Forms,” Dumbarton 
Oaks Papers 23–24 (1969–1970): pp. 251–308.

 142 Hurmuzaki-Densușianu, Documente, vol. II, 5, p. 289, no. CXIX: regiones Hungaricae et 
partes Transsylvanicae, cum omnibus appendicibus, acquivisimus gladio nostro imperiali acu-
tissimo, ita ut nunc connumerentur inter alias nostras regiones imperatorias (apud Monumenta 
Hungariae Historica, Scriptores, vol. 5). It is the answer of Süleymanto the message Ferdinand 
sent him through Auger de Busbecq, on 10 regeb 962 H. (31 May 1555).

 143 It was well known as early as March 1540 that Stephen Mailat and Emeric Balassa wanted to 
separate Transylvania from Hungary, “to rule it with the help of and in good understanding 
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who had taken on at least one part of the “Hungarian legacy”,144 he had to take 
on his role of suzerain of the Romanian princes too, a role listed in the old 
Hungarian-Ottoman treaties and which had already caused difficulties upon 
the treaty's renewal in 1503.145 Now, the Ottoman “protector” took the place 
of the Christian suzerain too.

Could such a reason that related Moldavia to the kingdom of Saint Stephen 
provide a key to the formula Süleyman used in 1531? Or, in general, to inter-
pret the development after 1538–1541 more logically? Was this the conclusion 
Peter Rareş reached then, during his second reign, after hesitating in his first, 
when looking for a Christian suzerain to equilibrate the Ottoman “protector-
ate”? An entire chapter of the history of the political ideas in the Romanian 
lands may be analysed in this regard.146 In fact, we must remember that in the 
sixteenth–nineteenth centuries, in their claims to the territories beyond the 
Carpathians, the Habsburgs invoked their very capacity as successors of the 
kings of Hungary, the old suzerains of these countries.

Much can be written on the subject, perhaps much more than a single book, 
and much discussion is required in order to dissect the individual sources. We 
must limit ourselves to presenting opinions and controversies concerning the be-
ginning of Moldavia’s relations with the Porte (an event for which we retain the 
dating of 1455–1456), as well as some landmarks for the chronological setting 

with the Turk, paying tribute every year, just like the princes of Moldavia and Wallachia” 
(Verum quamplurimi affirmant Maylatum cum collega suo Balassa tyrannide Transilvaniam in-
vasurum, disurumque ab Hungaria, et in ea, instar vaivodae Moldavi et Transalpini, quotannis 
pendendo tributum, Turcae auxilio et consensu dominaturum): Hurmuzaki, Documente privi-
toare la istoria românilor, vol. II, 4 (Bucharest, 1894), p. 218, no. CXXIII (apud Monumenta 
Hungariae Historica, Scriptores, vol. 9, p. 83).

 144 Cf. Octavian Tătar, “Disputa habsburgo-otomană din anii 1550–1551 pe seama ‘moștenirii 
ungare’. Atitudinea sultanului Süleyman I,” Annales Universitatis Apulensis, Series Historia 
10/I (2006): pp. 25–35.

 145 “The Sultan did not want to agree, because it seemed to him it was not an honour for His 
Majesty that a person who had to pay him tribute, did not have to recognise him directly 
as his superior, and neither did he believe it was in keeping with his dignity that a tributary 
of his be named in a treaty on the king’s side”: I. Ursu, Ştefan cel Mare şi turcii (Bucharest: 
Editura și Institutul de Arte Grafice C. Sfetea, 1914), p. 173 (quoted: “Relazione di A[ndrea] 
Gritti, oratore a Bajezid”, published by Albèri, Le relazioni degli Ambasciatori Veneti, serie III, 
vol. 3, p. 29).

 146 We do not know anything about such an approach concerning Ragusa, which was in an 
identical situation: having been under the suzerainty of the Hungarian kingdom since 1358, 
in 1442 it agreed to send the Sultan an annual gift of 1,000 Venetian ducats, and later, in 
1458 agreed to tribute payment (increased to 1,500 ducats) and to pay 2% of its customs 
revenue – Bojović, Raguse (Dubrovnik), pp. 11, 25, 30, 190–194 (doc. no. 4), 195–199 (doc. 
nos. 5, 6, 7).
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of these relations.147 We raised questions to which no acceptable or convincing 
answers have been provided and we formulated hints of answers to questions 
never asked. Our approach does not prove that the principality of Moldavia was 
ever the object of an Ottoman conquest or that it was ever transformed into an 
Ottoman province – neither in the time of Süleyman the Magnificent, nor at any 
other time. Properly speaking, as Suraiya Faroqhi notes, the differences between 
the Ottoman governors, the semi-independent and the dependent rulers, and 
independent princes were and continued to be crucial for modern historians, 
especially for those looking for the roots of the nation states. But in the sultans’ 
view, these differences were not as important, at least at the level of discourse.148

The status of Moldavia within the Ottoman Commonwealth is definable, 
grosso modo, through dār al- a̔hd. No matter how much pressure was exerted or 
how much abuse was committed in all fields in the course of time, especially in 
the time of general crisis, including territorial amputation, no matter how great 
and arbitrary the requirements were, Moldavia remained in the circle “le plus 
extérieur, le plus éloigné de la capitale et le plus difficile à contrôler”,149 only as 
state paying haraç (kharadjgüzar),150 forced to participate in the Sultan’s cam-
paigns, in time of war, and to answer the imperial requests for food,151 and for 
raw materials,152 with dimensions extremely variable from one stage to another.

 147 Cf. also Ștefan Andreescu, “Limitele cronologice ale dominaţiei otomane în Ţările Române,” 
Revista de Istorie 3 (1974): pp. 399–412.

 148 Faroqhi, Ottoman Empire, p. 76.
 149 Veinstein, “Europe et le Grand Turc,” p. 161.
 150 Veinstein, “Europe et le Grand Turc,” p. 162: “La Moldavie et la Valachie ne sont que des 

pays tributaires (kharadjgüzar) du sultan. Ils conservent leur organisation sociale, dominée 
par l’aristocratie des boyards, et leurs institutions propres, à commencer par leurs princes, 
les voïévodes, et leur hiérarchie religieuse. Leurs territoires respectifs – au terme des amputa-
tions successives réalisées par les Turcs à des fins stratégiques – sont fermés à toute présence 
officielle ottomane (qu’il s’agisse d’agents civils, notamment fiscaux; de garnisons ou de re-
présentants du culte musulman)”.

 151 Gheorghe I. Brătianu, “Études sur l’approvisionnement de Constantinople et le monopole du 
blé à l’époque byzantine et ottomane,” in idem, Études byzantines d’histoire économique et sociale 
(Paris: Libraire Orientaliste Paul Geuthner, 1938), pp. 172–177 (Romanian edition, “Studii 
asupra aprovizionării Constantinopolului și monopolul grâului în epoca bizantină și otoma-
nă,” in idem, Studii bizantine de istorie economică și socială, trad. Alexandru-Florin Platon, 
ed. Ion Toderașcu and Alexandru-Florin Platon (Iași: Polirom, 2003), pp. 153–157); Bogdan 
Murgescu, “Au exportat Ţara Românească și Moldova cereale în secolul al XVI-lea ?,” in idem, 
Ţările Române, pp. 236–243; Bogdan Murgescu, “Ponderea cerealelor românești în comerţul 
european (secolele XVI–XX),” in idem, Ţările Române, pp. 244–250.

 152 Faroqhi, Ottoman Empire, p. 95. As regards the so called “Ottoman commercial monopoly”: 
Bogdan Murgescu, “Avatarurile unui concept: monopolul comercial otoman asupra Ţărilor 
Române,” in idem, Ţările Române, pp. 151–172.
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It is true that this status appears ambiguous sometimes (it did not seem easy 
to understand even for the people of the time), but it seems certain that today it 
could not be defined by only relating it to “the multiple nuances of the Muslim 
law”.153 One should take into account – to paraphrase Andrei Pippidi – not the 
juridical discussions, but those imposed by practice, that the specialists in law will 
look for in vain in the official registering.154

Why did the Turks not conquer the Romanian Principalities? The question is 
waiting for an answer that can only be polyvalent. But in essence, it is possible 
to have some overlaps and crossings of interests, dictated, from one stage to an-
other, by the pragmatism highlighted by scholars of Ottoman history: “Toute 
appréciation de la politique de cet empire qui ferait abstraction de ce facteur 
aurait [...] peu de chances de tomber juste”.155

 153 We are a little reticent to discuss the status of the Romanian Principalities towards the Porte 
only from the perspective of the Islamic religious doctrines, because this can lead to risky ob-
servations, such as: “there is no jurisprudential or historical support to sustain the idea of the 
Romanian countries as a component of the dār al- a̔hd territories during the 16th century or 
at any other time” (Cătălina Hunt, “The Romanian Lands in the Sixteenth Century: Their 
Juridical Status According to Ottoman Law,” in Enjeux politiques, économiques et militaires 
en Mer Noire (XIVe–XXIe siècles), p. 413). Such a unilateral view can generate the simplest of 
conclusions (“When the Ottomans were at war with the Romanians, the latter became harbī 
(enemies) of the empire. When relations were peaceful, they were suddenly transformed into 
dhimmī (internal subjects)”: Hunt, “The Romanian Lands,” p. 414), which should call into 
question the political relations of the Ottoman Empire with all the other states, both in time 
of peace and of war.

 154 Pippidi, “‘Șoimii împărătești’,” p. 15.
 155 Berindei, Veinstein, L’Empire Ottoman, p. 13.
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Venice Confronting the Ottoman Empire:  
A Struggle for Survival  

(Fourteenth–Sixteenth Centuries)

O v i d i u  C r i s t e a

1. INTRODUCTION

The title of this paper may be somewhat misleading, as it suggests a contin-
uous state of warfare between Venice and the Ottoman Empire. It is well 
known that both powers tried to find a way to peaceful co-existence and that 
there usually was a constant flow of goods, news and people between Ven-
ice and Istanbul. Nevertheless I shall focus only on the military aspects and 
approach a vast topic – Venice and the Turks1 – from a narrow perspective, 
i.e. the conflicts between the two powers. And in so doing I shall introduce 
a further limitation, focusing on the strategies used by the Republic of St. 
Mark aimed at checking the Ottoman military power, securing its Levantine 
possessions and protecting the maritime trade routes. 

I am also aware that there are further restrictions to the scope of these 
piece. From a much longer period of co-existence I have selected only the four-
teenth–sixteenth centuries as the core of my analysis. The fourteenth century 
represents both the beginning of the story and an age when the Venetians’ 
main enemy were the Genoese and the Kingdom of Hungary. Nevertheless, 
the Ottomans emerged towards the end of the century as a serious threat 
during the reign of Bayezid I. The fifteenth century seems to be a period of 
undisputed Venetian hegemony; however the loss of Negroponte in 1470 and 
the defeat in the war of 1499–1503 are obvious signs of weakness. Somehow 
during this century the Ottomans were able to match the Venetian maritime 
power and even to surpass it, a trend which developed in the sixteenth cen-
tury, when the Ottomans not only succeeded in gathering large numbers of 
vessels but were also in control of a great part of the shores of Balkan Penin-
sula, Anatolia and the Eastern Mediterranean. Also, the Sultan’s fleet seemed 
to unmatched in any naval confrontation – until the battle of Lepanto. Hence 

 1 Paolo Preto, Venezia e i Turchi, (Rome: Viella, 2013) especially pp. 19–43.
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I have limited my investigation to the end of the sixteenth century. After 
this epoch there were still some major clashes but Venice was never able to 
reverse the balance of maritime power, despite a number of successes in the 
War of Candia. Another argument in this respect is that after 1569 the mudae 
towards the Levant came to an end. As Claire Judde de la Rivière argues, the 
Republic was forced to give up its public convoys on the eve of the War of 
Cyprus as a result of the lack of profitability and the growing insecurity of the 
maritime trade routes.2 The decision can also be viewed as a symbolic one; it 
was a sort of self-recognition that the Republic could no longer impose its will 
on the sea.  

There is also the problem of documentation. As Suraiya Faroqhi points 
out, Western documents “became accessible to researchers long before their 
counterparts in the Ottoman archives” and, consequently, “it is not surprising 
that they have left profound traces in the relevant historiography”.3 In other 
words, what we know about the military clashes between the two powers is 
shaped, especially for the earlier periods, by the Venetian documents, by the 
Venetian perception of the Turks.4 Thus the Ottoman Empire is somewhat 
overshadowed as its objectives, actions and strategy are, in many cases, repre-
sented by the documents pertaining to the other camp; even if we assume that 
the Republic’s perception of its enemy was accurate (which was not always the 
case), the risks of distortions persists. Such distortions were sometimes due to 
misinterpretations or over-interpretations of the epoch. In 1497, for instance, 
Venice seemed to believe that the Porte was confronted by a “crusade” led by 
the King of Poland while, in fact, the real target of the Polish expedition was 
Moldavia;5 some years later, in 1514, Serenissima pay credit to the news of a 
very precarious position held by the Ottoman army in the war against the Sa-
favids, a perception contradicted by the Battle of Çaldıran and its aftermath.6 
In both cases, the Venetians were the victims of rumors and false evidence 
originating from the Sultan’s camp.

 2 Claire Judde de la Rivière, Naviguer, commercer, gouverner. Economie maritime et pouvoirs à 
Venise (XVe–XVIe siècles), (Leiden, Boston : Brill, 2008).

 3 Suraiya Faroqhi, The Ottoman Empire and the World aroud it, (London, New York: I. B. 
Tauris, 2004), pp. 42–43. 

 4 On this aspect see Jean-Louis Bacqué-Grammont, Les Ottomans, les Safavides et leurs voisins. 
Contribution à l’histoire des relations internationales dans l’Orient islamique de 1514 à 1524 
(Istanbul: Nederlands Historisch-Archaeologisch Instituut te Istanbul, 1987), p. 11.

 5 On this episode see Ovidiu Cristea, “A Strange Tale: King John Albert’s Moldavian campaign 
(1497) in Marino Sanudo’s Diarii”, Medieval and Early Modern Studies for Central and Eas-
tern Europe, 5 (2013): 117–134.

 6 For analysis of the Venetian sources on the Battle of Çaldıran, see Ovidiu Cristea, Puterea 
cuvintelor. Stiri si razboi insec. XV–XVI, (Târgoviste: Cetatea de Scaun, 2014), pp. 247–294.
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One should also bear in mind that the Ottoman–Venetian confrontation 
was only one aspect of a broader Mediterranean picture. Frederic C. Lane has 
already underlined that the growth of both the Spanish and the Ottoman em-
pires “explains Venice’s decline in naval power more than does any backsliding 
on her part”7 and Daniel Goffman shares the same view when he compares 
Serenissima with a sort of frontier principality caught between “two colossi”.8 
There were other dangers with which Venice was faced, such as piracy, a ubiq-
uitous phenomenon in the Mediterranean of the sixteenth century,9 or the Por-
tuguese rivalry in the spice trade.10 All these developments as well as others – 
such as the creation of a Venetian dominion in Northern Italy (the Terraferma) 
– strongly influenced the Republic’s decisions towards its Levantine Empire. 
This Stato da Mar was the backbone of Venetian power and prosperity from 
1204 onwards. Its preservation ensured a strong foothold for the Republic in 
the Eastern Mediterranean and a network of ports of call for the trade and 
war ships. But from the beginning of the sixteenth century the “backbone” 
became something of an Achilles’ heel. Even if, as Benjamin Arbel underlines, 
we should avoid the image of a Stato da Mar in permanent contraction,11 these 
maritime possessions were in a continuous state of alert and their preservation 
demanded increasingly large financial and military resources.  

There are also a number of historiographical myths, some of them born 
centuries ago. Their force and persistence overshadow the correct understand-
ing of the Ottoman–Venetian relations. For instance, it is easy to quote ex-
pressions such as Venezia amancebada del Turco12 or the almost ubiquitous 

 7 Frederic C. Lane, “Naval Actions and Fleet Organization, 1499–1502”, in Renaissance Ven-
ice, edited by J.R. Hale (London: Rowman and Littlefield, 1973), pp. 146–173 (p. 167).

 8 Daniel Goffman, The Ottoman Empire and Early Modern Europe, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002), p. 139.

 9 Alberto Tenenti, “I corsari in Mediterraneo all’inizio del Cinquecento”, Rivista storica itali-
ana 72 (1960), no. 2, pp. 234–287; Alberto Tenenti, Venezia e i corsari 1580–1615, (Bari, 
Laterza, 1961). For the previous period see Irene B. Katele, “Piracy and the Venetian State: 
the Dilemma of the Maritime Defense in the Fourteenth Century” in Speculum, 63, 1988, 
no.4, pp. 865–889.  

 10 Vitorino Magalhaes-Godinho, “Le repli vénitien et égyptien et la route du cap” in Eventail 
d’histoire vivante: hommage à Lucien Fevre (Paris: Armand Colin, 1953), pp. 283–300; Rug-
giero Romano, Alberto Tenenti, Ugo Tucci, “Venise et la route du Cap : 1499–1517”, in 
Méditerranée et Océan indien (Paris: École pratique des hautes études, 1970), pp. 109–132; 
Robert Finlay, “Crisis and Crusade in the Mediterranean : Venice, Portugal and the Cape 
Route to India 1498–1509”, Studi Veneziani, 28 (1994) : pp. 45–91.

 11 Benjamin Arbel, “Venice’s maritime empire in the early modern period”, in A companion to 
Venetian history, edited by Eric R. Dursteler, (Leiden-Boston: Brill, 2013), pp. 125–253 (p. 
142). 

 12 Paolo Preto, Venezia e i Turchi, p. 21.

Venice Confronting the Ottoman Empire: A Struggle for Survival



268

Siamo Veneziani poi christiani – a sentence highly praised by some historians 
– but impossible to find in any Venetian document.13 Such sentences oversim-
plify a much more complex reality which required from Venice a subtle and 
flexible approach in its relations with the Sublime Porte. 

Another sort of historiographical cliché concerns the military premises of 
the confrontation between the Serenissima and the Ottoman Empire. As Pal-
myra Brumett points out, the clash between the aforementioned powers was 
a sort of duel between a “whale” and an “elephant”, although from a certain 
moment onwards Venice ceased to act like a whale while the Ottoman Empire 
resembled an elephant quite adapted to the sea.14 This metaphor deserves some 
consideration if we take into account that during the Middle Ages Venice’s 
hegemonic position was challenged several times by land powers (Byzantium, 
Hungary), by maritime powers (Genoa, the Turkish emirates of Menteşe and 
Aydın, the Catalan duchy of Athens) or by a collusion between a continental 
and naval power (as in the case of the so-called “War of Chioggia”).

Despite some serious setbacks during these confrontations, the Serene Re-
public eventually prevailed due to its economic power, social stability, insti-
tutional strength, diplomatic flexibility and naval prowess. Nevertheless one 
can ask why all these “key factors” seemed to disappear before the emergent 
Ottoman Empire. Suddenly, at the end of the fifteenth century the Turkish 
naval power appeared to be a fait accompli. The sea, long perceived as a sort of 
impenetrable barrier of the Venetian defense system, increasingly appeared to 
be an uncertain frontier. It is not an easy task to explain how such dramatic 
change occurred. Some contemporary sources blamed the incompetence of 
Venetian leaders such as Nicolò da Canal (in the case of the fall of Negropon-
te) or Antonio Grimani (for the Venetian defeat at Zonchio); others deplored 
the corruption of the Venetian officials or the decline of the ancient military 
virtues. Such statements should not be taken at face value. One can assume 
that the emotional impact of the military disasters played its part in the con-
temporary judgments. Moreover, such statements seem to emphasize only the 
Venetian shortcomings, completely ignoring the role played by the Turks in 
the political and military developments.

Finally, the Ottoman–Venetian wars seem to be a symptom rather than 
a cause of the drastic change in the balance of forces in the Mediterranean 
during the fifteenth–sixteenth centuries. 

 13 For an overview see Ovidiu Cristea, “Siamo veneziani, poi christiani. Some Remarks concer-
ning the Venetian Attitude towards the Crusade”, în Annuario. Istituto Romeno di Cultura e 
Ricerca Umanistica, 3 (2001): pp. 105–116.

 14 Palmira Brumett, “The Ottomans as a World Power: What We Don’t Know about Ottoman 
Seapower”, Oriente Moderno, 20 (2001), no.1: pp. 1–21
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2. THE STAGE

One of the main weaknesses of these overseas Venetian territories was their 
dispersion over a wide area which covered North-Eastern Adriatic and Istria, 
Dalmatia, Montenegro, Albania, the Ionian Islands, Epirus, Peloponnesus, 
the Cretan Archipelago, the Aegean Islands, the Eastern Greek mainland, the 
Black Sea and the Eastern Mediterranean.15 Thus resulted a lengthy, tortuous 
and fragmented frontier which required quick mobilization and intervention 
in an endangered area. Many of these zones were exposed to attack from var-
ious enemies even before the rise of the Ottomans. The Aegean archipelago 
was the target of many attacks from the Genoese, the Catalans of Athens or 
the Turkish emirates of Menteşe and Aydın; Dalmatia – for centuries the 
bone of contention between the Republic and the Kingdom of Hungary – was 
conquered by Louis the Great after the war of 1356–1358 and recovered only 
in 1409; Tana in the Black Sea was severely damaged by the attacks of the 
Golden Horde (1343) and Timur Lenk (1395).16 

One should ask whether all the Venetian overseas territories were simultane-
ously exposed to the same risks and whether the Venetian government attached 
to them the same strategic importance. In this respect it should be stressed that 
certain regions such as Dalmatia, Coron and Modon, Crete and Negroponte had 
a highly strategic value for the Venetian government, Corfu was the cornerstone 
of the Venetian presence both in the Ionian and Adriatic Sea and Cyprus received 
particular attention after its acquisition in 1474, while some other possessions 
were considered important only for a limited period. Such was the case of Tana, 
a rival commercial emporium for Genoese Caffa, in the fourteenth century,17  

 15 Benjamin Arbel, “Venice’s maritime empire”, pp. 131–136. On the situation of Morea, see 
Oliver Jens Schmitt, “Griechen, Albaner, Tzakonen, Bulgaren: venezianische Briefschaf-
ten aus der Morea (1463/1464)”, in Jahrbücher für Geschichte und Kultur SüdostEuropas, 2 
(2000) : pp. 161–189, Bernard Doumerc, “Le problème des confins en Morée vénitienne 
à la fin du XVe siècle”, in Italy and Europe’s Eastern Border (1204–1669), edited by I. M. 
Damian, I. A. Pop, M. St. Popović, Al. Simon (Frankfurt am Main, Berlin: Peter Lang, 
2012), pp. 109–117. On Albania see Oliver Jens Schmitt, “Die Venezianischen Jahrbücher 
des Stefano Magno als Quelle für die albanische und epirotische Geschichte (1433–1477)” 
in Südosteuropa. Von vormoderner Vielfalt und nationalstaatlicher Vereinheitlichung, edited 
by Konrad Clewing, Oliver Jens Schmitt (München: R. Oldenbourg Verlag, 2005), pp. 
133–182. On Dalmatia see Venezia e Dalmazia, edited by Uwe Israel, Oliver Jens Schmitt 
(Rome: Viella, 2013).

 16 Virgil Ciociltan, The Mongols and the Black Sea Trade in the Thirteenth and Fourteenth 
centuries, (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2012), pp. 199–203.

 17 Șerban Papacostea, “Quod non iretur ad Tanam. Un aspect fundamental de la politique 
génoise dans la Mer Noire au XIVe siècle” in Revue des études sud-est européennes, 17(1979), 
no. 2 : pp. 201–217. 
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or the island of Tenedos, which was one of the main reasons for the War of 
Chioggia.18  

The long row of overseas territories shaped Venice’s maritime empire. As 
many studies have shown, the galley – the ship par excellence of the medieval 
Mediterranean – was quite fragile and had limited cargo capacity. Usually it 
had to put ashore frequently to resupply.19 This condition was easily satisfied as 
long as Venice preserved its overseas possessions. As a consequence the loss of 
a certain territory had direct repercussions on the Republic’s ability to control 
a sea route or to dominate a specific maritime area. Such was the case in 1261 
when the fall of the Latin Empire forced Venice to reconsider its policy in Ro-
mania; another example is the loss of Dalmatia in 1358, when the conquest of 
Louis the Great put in jeopardy the Republic’s domination in the Adriatic. In 
both cases Venice struggled to re-establish its control in the contested region. 
After 1261 Venice struck a balance between military and diplomatic actions. 
On one hand, the Republic tried to organize an anti-Byzantine crusade aimed 
at regaining control over Constantinople; on the other, Venice was compelled 
to sign truces with the Byzantine Empire, a solution which temporarily ensured 
the protection of the Venetian subjects, ships and territories.20 These measures 
had only limited success, as the anti-Byzantine crusade was never launched 
and the survival of the Venetian Empire was counter-balanced by the Genoese 
foothold in Constantinople and their expansion in the Black Sea.

The loss of Dalmatia was even more significant for Venetian interests. The 
conquest made by the King of Hungary, Louis the Great, inflicted a double 
blow, commercial and strategic, on Venetian interests. Not only did Hungary 
conquer two major trading cities, Ragusa and Zara, but the access gained to the 
Adriatic broke the Venetian domination in the area and created the premises for 
a more elaborate attack in the following years. The alliance between a signifi-
cant land power (Hungary) and a maritime power (Genoa) during the so-called 
“War of Chioggia” was a serious threat, as Venice could have been attacked 
from its inner defensive zone – the Adriatic. Indeed, the Genoese fleet used the 
Dalmatian ports as the base for an attack against the Venetian fleet stationed at 
Pola and the Hungarian army, with the support of the Lord of Padua, blocked 

 18 Freddy Thiriet, “Venise et l’occupation de Ténédos au XIVe siècle”, Mélanges d’Ecole Fran-
çaise à Rome, 65 (1953) : pp. 219–245.

 19 John E. Dotson, “Foundations of Venetian Naval Strategy : from Pietro II Orseolo to the 
Battle of Zonchio, 1000–1500”, Viator 32 (2001): pp. 113–126; John F. Guilmartin, Galle-
ons and Galleys, (London: Cassell & Co, 2002), pp. 105–156.

 20 Angeliki E. Laiou, Constantinople and the Latins. The Foreign Policy of Andronicus II 1282–
1328, (Cambridge Mass: Harvard University Press, 1972), pp. 101–102; Donald M. Nicol, 
Venezia e Bisanzio due città millenarie protagoniste della storia, transl. Lidia Perria (Milan: 
Bomiani, 2001), pp. 198–294.

Ovidiu Cristea



271

the city of Saint Mark from the land. Venice managed to survive eventually due 
to popular mobilization, the timely return of Carlo Zeno’s fleet from the East-
ern Mediterranean and the lack of coordination between its enemies. However, 
the lesson of the War of Chioggia was a bitter one. Venice had shown serious 
difficulties in coping with a land army, defending a vast overseas empire with its 
fleet and even protecting the Adriatic, i.e. the core of its maritime power as long 
as Dalmatia remained in hostile hands. Many of these problem re-emerged 
during the conflicts with the Sublime Porte.

The War of Chioggia had another side effect. According to an old but still 
valuable article by Camillo Manfroni,21 the cost of the war forced Venice to 
reduce the size of its military fleet in the subsequent period to a level which 
threatened the main interests of the Republic. As long as the Balkan Peninsula 
remained politically fragmented, this minimum involvement had no serious 
consequences; but once the Ottomans conquered large parts of the Peninsula 
along with Western Anatolia, the situation changed dramatically. The Venetian 
Empire became vulnerable not only from the land but also from the sea, and 
from the reign of Bayezid I onwards the Ottoman fleet became one of the risk 
factors for the Venetian ships and territories in Romania. 

Along with these developments, from the end of the 14th century onwards, 
Venice began a policy of territorial conquest in Northern Italy which in the 
long run shaped its history in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. At a certain 
point the city of St. Mark ceased to be mainly “a maritime Republic” and the 
Terraferma began to overshadow the Stato da Mar. Moreover, “the creation, 
maintenance, and increasing institutionalization of a standing army affected 
Venetian life at all levels”.22 To quote just one example, “the accumulation of 
military and Terraferma offices was becoming a major avenue to high political 
office in the republic”.23

3. THE BALANCE OF FORCES

All these evolutions point out to a significant transformation suffered by the Se-
rene Republic during the fourteenth–sixteenth centuries. To use a metaphor, the 
“whale” of the previous centuries changed its shape to that of a double-winged 
lion. Both parts of the body – the Terraferma and Stato da Mar – received many 

 21 Camillo Manfroni, “La crisi della marina militare di Venezia dopo la guerra di Chioggia”, 
Atti del reale istituto veneto di scienze, lettere ed arti, 69 (1909–1910) : pp. 983–1003.

 22 M. E. Mallett, J. R. Hale, The Military Organization of a Renaissance State, Venice c. 1400 to 
1617, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), p. 203.

 23 Ibidem.
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blows from the Republic’s enemies. But while the Terraferma was recovered 
after the catastrophe of Agnadello in 1509,24 the defense of the maritime terri-
tories seemed to be more and more problematic. Not only was the Stato da Mar 
exposed to the Turkish threat in time of war, but it also suffered in peacetime 
from pirates’ raids and Ottoman dignitaries’ extortions. Venice tried to react to 
all these challenges through a combination of diplomatic and military means. 
If the historians underlined the diplomatic ability of the Republic and its role 
as a “centro di mediazione tra Occidente e Oriente”,25 the military route was of 
no lesser importance. One can count during the fifteenth–sixteenth centuries 
no less than seven large clashes with the Ottoman Empire: 1416–1419; 1422–
1430; 1444 (the Crusade of Varna); 1463–1479; 1499–1503; 1537–1540; 
1570–1573. All of them ended in the Venetians’ defeat, even if sometimes, as 
in 1416 (the Battle of Gallipoli) or in 1571 (the Battle of Lepanto) crushing de-
feats were inflicted on the Ottoman fleet. During each conflict, Venice seemed 
to build up its strategy on a close collaboration between the fleet and the de-
fensive system overseas or, in Robert Hale’s terms, “the dialogue between ships 
and shore”.26 There is also an important difference between the various clashes. 
During the first three conflicts, Venetian maritime superiority was undisputed, 
but from 1463 onwards the situation changed drastically. In 1470 Negroponte 
was lost without any intervention from the Venetian fleet, and the same thing 
happened in 1499 and 1500, when Lepanto, Modon, Coron and Zante fell 
into Turkish hands without any serious naval engagement. 

Historians have put forward various explanations for this reversal, most of 
which are strongly related to the political and military aspects of the fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries. I shall try to summarize them without any pretentions 
to being exhaustive.  

Both the Ottoman and the Venetian fleet seemed to have used a large variety 
of oar ships. In the fourteenth century and at the beginning of the fifteenth 
century Venice had the upper hand mainly because of its galleys, while Bayezid 
I’s or Mehmed I’s fleets were composed of vessels of lesser tonnage. This tech-

 24 On this event, its context and its consequences see L’Europa e la Serenissima: la svolta del 1509 
nel Ve centenario della battaglia di Agnadello, edited by Giuseppe Gullino (Venezia: Istituto 
Veneto di Scienze, Lettere ed Arti, 2011).

 25 This is the title of the collective volume Venezia centro di mediazione tra Oriente e Occidente 
secoli XV–XVI: aspetti e problemi, edited by Hans Georg Beck, M. I. Manousakas, Agostino 
Pertusi (Florence: L. Olschki, 1977).

 26 M. E. Mallett, J. R. Hale, The Military Organization, 429; see also Simon Pepper, “Fortress 
and Fleet. The Defence of Venice’s Mainland Greek Colonies in the Late Fifteenth Century”, 
in War, Culture and Society in Renaissance Venice: Essays in Honour of John Hale, edited David 
Chambers, Cecil H. Clough, Michael Mallett, (London, Rio Grande: Hambledone Press, 
1993), pp. 29–55.
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nical advantage along with experience at sea goes a long way to explaining the 
naval superiority of the Venetians. After the fall of Constantinople, the galley 
became the backbone of the Ottoman fleet as well. Although one should bear 
in mind the differences between Ottoman and Venetian construction param-
eters, it is no exaggeration to assume that, from a technical point of view, the 
two camps used comparable ships. Only at Lepanto did the firepower of the 
Venetian galleasses placed in the frontline seem to have given an advantage to 
the Christian camp.           

The number of ships gathered by the two camps was a completely different 
matter. From the beginning the Turks seem to have enjoyed undisputed supe-
riority. In the fourteenth century and in the first half of the following century 
this was a way to compensate for their navy’s technical inferiority; after their 
conquest of the Byzantine capital it was a method to terrify their enemies and 
to overwhelm the Venetian defense. The stratagem was efficient at least in the 
case of Negroponte, where the Venetian admiral Nicolo da Canal fled without 
putting up a fight, and in the battle of Zonchio (1499), where most of the Ve-
netian ships retreated without engaging their enemies. The example of Zonchio 
is of particular interest because on that occasion Venice assembled the greatest 
fleet in its history. According to Historia Turchesca, Antonio Grimani had at 
his command 107 vessels (44 light galleys, 16 heavy galleys, 12 griparia, 3 fuste 
and another 32 boats of different types) along with a further 25 ships provided 
by Andrea Loredan, the provveditore of Corfu.27 It was an exceptional military 
and financial effort if we bear in mind that in 1495 35 galleys were equipped 
in and in 1498 only 13. By contrast, the Ottoman fleet numbered 277 ships 
(60 galleys, 30 galiots and fuste, 3 heavy galleys, 2 large carracks and so on), a 
figure not far off the usual estimation of the Sultan’s maritime forces; in 1530 
the Venetian ambassador to the Sublime Porte, Tommaso Mocenigo, counted 
no less than 272 Ottoman galleys “grosse, bastarde et sottile”, and a main force 
of 204 galleys in Constantinople and Gallipoli. Although impressive, this esti-
mation seems to ignore the corsair’s ships, which could have been added at any 
moment to kapudan pasha’s navy.

This striking inferiority explained why Venice always tried to find allies 
against the Turkish peril. The reasons seem to differ from one epoch to another 
however. Throughout the fourteenth century and the first half of the fifteenth, 
the search for allies was strongly related to Venice’s intention to keep the war 

 27 Donado da Lezze, Historia Turchesca (1300–1514), edited by I. Ursu (Bucharest: Carl Göbl, 
1909), p. 223. For other estimations see Frederic C. Lane, “Naval Actions”, p. 149, Simon 
Pepper, “Fortress and Fleet”, 44; Jan Glete, Warfare at Sea 1500–1650. Maritime Conflicts 
and the Transformation of Europe, (London: Routledge, 2000), p. 93; John F. Guilmartin jr., 
Galleons and Galleys, p. 73.
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costs as low as possible. Thus in 1363 the Serene Republic offered to equip two 
galleys in a naval league that was to reunite 8 galleys. Later, in 1396, Venice 
was ready to equip 5 galleys for the Crusade of Nicopolis but only on the con-
dition that other Christian powers gather a further 20 similar ships. This goal 
changed drastically from the second half of the fifteenth century, when the 
Ottoman superiority forced the Republic to find a way to counter the number 
of Turkish ships.

The search for allies was also a process with continuities and discontinuities. 
In the first half of the fourteenth century, Venice’s main objective was to form 
an alliance with the Christian powers in Romania threatened by the emergence 
of the Turks. The victories of Adramyttion and Smyrna were the result of a 
regional naval league comprising Venice, the Hospitallers, the Kingdom of Cy-
prus and, theoretically, Byzantium.28 Towards the end of the century this kind 
of passagium particulare no longer seemed efficient and thus, from that moment 
on Venice supported the crusading projects of the Kingdom of Hungary. All 
of them shared a similar idea; a Christian fleet was to sever the connection be-
tween the Anatolian and European territories of the Sultan while a land army 
was to crush the Ottoman forces in Europe and relieve Constantinople. Unfor-
tunately, this simple project to isolate the Sultan’s forces never succeeded. 

The same fate was shared by another strategic idea which aimed to compel 
the Ottomans to disperse their forces on various fronts in Asia and Europe. In 
this respect all of the rivals of the Ottoman Empire in Asia such as the Emirate 
of Karaman, Uzun Hasan or, later, the Safavids were perceived as potential 
allies of Venice. Despite some success during the reign of Uzun Hassan, such 
alliances could hardly prove their efficiency. Due to the great distances and 
different political and military aims coordination between the Christian and 
Muslim enemies of the Ottomans was almost impossible. Venice or its allies 
could only hope to keep the sultan busy on various fronts as long as possible in 
order to obtain acceptable peace conditions.

The situation was not much different in respect of the potential Christian 
allies. No one was eager to sacrifice financial or military resources to protect the 
Venetian territories. Even worse, for long periods, the Republic had tense rela-
tions with the Kingdom of Hungary and with the Hospitallers of Rhodes, i.e. 
with two main enemies of the Ottomans. As a result, many anti-Ottoman proj-
ects were undermined from the beginning by the lack of trust among the po-
tential allies. This was also the case in the wars of 1537–1540 and 1570–1573. 

 28 Elizabeth A. Zachariadou, Trade and Crusade: Venetian Crete and the Emirates of Menteshe and 
Aydin (1300–1415), (Venice: Hellenic Institute of Byzantine and Post-Byzantine Studies, 
1983), pp. 21–40. 
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Each partner was disappointed and bemoaned a lack of loyalty on the part of its 
allies. Both conflicts ended in a bitter distrust between the former allies. 

Thus it is no wonder that from the second half of fifteenth century one can 
perceive in Venice a growing lack of confidence towards the idea of an anti-Ot-
toman alliance. After the war of 1537–1540 many members of Venetian elite 
cast doubt on the anti-Ottoman projects and expressed the firm idea that the 
best solution was to maintain watchful neutrality. Bernardo Navagero stated 
that “all alliances are full of difficulties because each party has different aims 
and as each is out for his own advantage, problems arise from the moment a 
treaty is signed; thus many opportunities for attacking the enemy are lost and, 
besides, the forces promised not being, in practice, actually raised, either for 
lack of pay or irreconcilable differences of opinion among the commanders, 
the enemy gains time and you lose reputation which is important in all affairs”. 
Furthermore, according to the same Navagero “it is better in my view, to treat 
all enemy rulers as potential friends and friends as potential enemies.”29 As a 
result Venice was confronted with a large dilemma; it had no sufficient forces to 
confront the Turks alone but also had little confidence in its allies. 

Quite apart from the insufficient military forces and the difficulties find-
ing trustful allies, success in war depended on a valuable strategy. Besides the 
aforementioned ideas related to severing the link between the European and 
Anatolian Ottoman provinces and the dispersion of the Sultan’s forces on vari-
ous fronts, Venice build its strategy on firm confidence in the collaboration be-
tween the fleet and the defensive system created in its maritime empire. It was a 
defensive stance which required very good coordination between the ships and 
the Venetian garrisons but also the control of the sea. In the first confrontations 
with the Turks in 1416–1419 and 1423–1430 this condition was fulfilled, but 
the tide changed in the conflict with Mehmed II. As already mentioned, in 
1470 the Ottoman fleet emerged from the Straits. Its main role was to transport 
and to support the Ottoman troops sent out to conquer Negroponte. It was a 
delicate mission, as an attack from the Venetian fleet led by Nicolo da Canal 
could have easily compromised the entire expedition. Nevertheless, such an 
attack never happened. According to a witness account, the Sultan’s fleet looked 
like a “floating forest”.30 The terror inspired by such a sight explained the retreat 
of the Venetian fleet. For Frederic C. Lane, the episode was only a temporary 
setback which did not shake Venetian confidence in its naval prowess.31 Lane 

 29 Apud M. E. Mallett, J. R. Hale, The Military Organization, p. 216. 
 30 Domenico Malipiero, Annali Veneti dall’anno 1457 al 1500, edited by Francesco Longo (Flo-

rence: Gio. Pietro Vieusseux, 1843–1844), I, 51: “il mar parea un bosco a sentirlo a dir, ar 
cosa incredibile, ma a vederlo è cosa stupenda.”

 31 Frederic C. Lane, “Naval Actions” p. 147.

Venice Confronting the Ottoman Empire: A Struggle for Survival



276

points out that in the following years the Venetian galleys were able to attack 
Ottoman coasts and to pursue a campaign to Sattalia and Candeloro without 
suffering any serious losses. Nevertheless, this perspective should be slightly al-
tered, since it reflects only the Venetian perspective. A more balanced approach 
would also consider the Ottoman strategy. From the Sultan’s point of view, the 
Venetian naval expedition of 1472 had no serious impact on the war on the 
Eastern front; Negroponte remained in Ottoman hands and the conquests in 
Anatolia were short lived.32 Furthermore, the projected conjunction between 
the Venetian fleet and Uzun Hassan never took place and the collaboration 
between the Republic and another Anatolian enemy of the Ottomans, the Emir 
of Karaman, had little impact on the general balance of power. Moreover, the 
lack of reaction on the part of the Ottoman fleet had to do with the Sultan’s 
preparations for the war against the Ak Koyunlu confederacy, not with any 
kind of Venetian naval superiority. We could easily accuse Nicolo da Canal of 
a lack of heart in 1470, but a similar attitude is to be found again during the 
war of 1499–1503. 

My point is that the Negroponte incident not only shook Venice’s confidence 
in its maritime supremacy but also inflicted a heavy blow on Venetian defensive 
strategy. As the leaders of the fleet decided to take no action, the fortresses were 
on their own and with some exceptions – such as the siege of Scutari in 147333 
– resistance depended only on the garrison’s determination, on the strength of 
the fortification and on the abundance of supplies. Venice had to place further 
emphasis on his strongholds and on its ability to resist an ottoman assault. In 
this respect the Republic invested a great amount of resources in the sixteenth 
century. Many fortresses were reconfigured according to what was known as the 
trace italienne,34 a bastion-type fortress with low and thick walls, platforms for the 
artillery and a wide and deep moat. As military historians stress, this new type 
of fortifications invalidated the ancient way of besieging a town. But such defen-
sive systems needed time and money. Venice began to rebuild its fortification of 
Stato da Mar in a systematic way only after the war of 1499–1503. The almost 
continuous state of war in Italy between 1509 and 1530 and the huge expenses 
incurred explained why this process was slow and only gradually implemented. 

 32 A similar view is shared by Luciana Pezzolo, “Stato, guerra e finanza nella Repubblica di 
Venezia fra medioevo e prima età moderna”, in Mediterraneo in armi (sec. XV–XVIII), edited 
by Rossella Cancila, (Palermo: Associazione Mediterranea, 2007), 71. The author underlines 
that even though the loss of Negroponte was balanced by the acquisition of Cyprus, the war 
with the Porte (1463–1479) shattered the Venice’s conviction in its maritime superiority.

 33 On this episode see Simon Pepper, “Fortress and Fleet”, p. 42.
 34 Geoffrey Parker, The Army of Flanders and the Spanish Road, 1567–1659. The Logistic of 

Spanish Victory and Defeat in Low Countries’ Wars, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1972), pp. 7–10. 
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Such fortification works had the expected outcome only in very few cases (for 
instance during the Siege of Corfu in 1537) but in most situations the Ottomans 
prevailed in their attempts to conquer the Venetian strongholds. Along with the 
Ottoman’s ability to gather large amounts of troops and resources, the defenders 
were doomed by the long lines of communication, the insufficient fleet support 
and the inferior number of land troops. 

One should also take into account that the Venetian strategy and tactics 
seem to have changed very little from the fourteenth to the sixteenth century. 
The large fleets of the sixteenth century were composed of various types of 
ships, with different types of propulsion and different tonnages. It was very dif-
ficult to deal with such diversity and even more problematic to compel various 
types of vessels to react as a single unit on the open sea when various factors 
such as the winds, the currents and the waves could easily have changed the 
theatre of battle. There were differences in the speed and mobility not only 
between oar ships and sailing ships but even between the light galleys and the 
heavy galleys. In sum, success in the naval war was strongly connected with 
effective coordination of the entire fleet.

Along with the military and logistic issues, contemporary sources put the 
blame for the failure against the Ottomans on the abandonment of ancient 
virtues. Some chroniclers speak of corruption, vices and insubordination in 
the Venetian fleet which confronted the Ottomans at Zonchio and which was 
unable to save Lepanto, Coron and Modon. In the same vein, Frederic Lane 
emphasizes that the career of Antonio Grimani, the Venetian commander at 
Zonchio, “epitomizes that diplomatic and financial ability were gaining prior-
ity over naval service in determining political success in Venice. This change in 
priorities was one factor in the decline of Venetian sea power”.35 As in the case 
of the Byzantine navy or, later, in the case of the Spanish army and fleet, ap-
pointment to high command was more a matter of influence and wealth than a 
question of military abilities. Thus, the lack of discipline and the vices deplored 
by the Venetian chroniclers were only a side-effect of a structural crisis. 

A similar crisis broke out almost in the same period in Terraferma and the 
loss of almost all Venetian territories after the Battle of Agnadello is a clear 
symptom.36 However, in this case the Venetian revival and, ultimately, the re-
covery of the lost territories were possible not only because the Republic man-

 35 Frederic C. Lane, “Naval Actions”, p. 167.
 36 For the institutional consequences of the military failures, see Bernard Doumerc, “Novus 

rerum nascitur ordo: Venise et la fin d’un monde” in Chemins d’outre mer. Études sur la 
Méditerranée médiévale offertes à Michel Balard, edited by Damien Coulon, Catherine Otten-
Froux, Paul Pagès et Dominique Valérian, (Paris : Publications de la Sorbonne, 2004), pp. 
231–246.
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aged to respond adequately to the challenges of the land war at the beginning 
of the sixteenth century, but also because the struggle in Northern Italy was 
directed against a coallition undermined by various disputes among the allies. 
By contrast, the Stato da Mar had to confront a single enemy with a unique 
center of command and with great military and economic potential.

The defensive stance adopted against such foe seemed the best strategy to 
follow but such a choice compelled Venice to adopt a reactive policy which was 
doomed to fail in long run. The reactive strategy meant that the Republic was 
always a step behind, that the Venetians usually awaited the Ottomans’ first 
move. Thus the Ottoman forces were able to invade a territory and triumph 
over the Venetian defenders by exploiting the local resources. It may seem a mi-
nor aspect but for the military strategists of the sixteenth century it was a very 
important one. Success in the early modern war depended on the ability not 
only to gather a strong army but also to use it properly, to inflict heavy blows 
not only on the enemy’s troops but also on his territories, population and econ-
omy. For the experts of the epoch, the best strategy to pursue was to wage war  
by invading the enemy’s territory. The Ottomans reached the same conclusion 
by their own means and they basically adopted such strategy in each conflict 
directed against Venice. 

The Republic did not attempt a similar solution until 1463, when an army 
led by Bertoldo d’Este attacked Peloponesus. But, even in this case, the Ve-
netians planned only a short-lived offensive. Once the expedition’s goal – the 
conquest of Hexamilion – was accomplished, the offensive had to turn into a 
defensive stance. It was then Bertoldo d’Este’s mission to strenghten the forti-
fications and to protect the peninsula along with the Venetian fleet from the 
Turkish attacks. In 1463, the sudden death of the Venetian commander put an 
end to the Venetian ambitions and the following attempts of another Venetian 
condottiero, Sigismondo Malatesta, shared a similar fate.

The defensive strategy had another weak point: it was strongly dependent 
on accurate and up-to-date information from the Turkish camp. Paradoxically, 
the impressive network created to collect and to transmit any news of interest 
from the Ottoman Empire seemed to be of little use to Venice. Not only the 
Venetians were sometimes misled by rumours or false evidence spread by the 
Ottomans in order to hide the real intentions of the Sultan, but even in the case 
of accurate information the Republic struggled to find a quick and adequate 
response. This was due partly to the “system configuration”. Obviously, all the 
news from the Levantine territories converged in the city of St. Mark but one 
can hardly find two identical versions of the same event; as a result the Venetian 
government had to deal daily with a large amount of news sometimes contra-
dictory, sometimes brief, sometimes doubtful, and was forced to postpone the 
decision until the information was confirmed by other sources. From this fact 
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derives another important issue: the weak collaboration between the various 
territories which formed the Venetian Stato da Mar. Ships built in Crete or 
Corfu were sometimes used to defend other territories37 but such actions were 
possible only at the central government’s orders and one should ask oneself if 
the lack of initiative of local authorities actually strenghtened or weakened the 
overseas territories confronted with an Ottoman attack.   

CONCLUSIONS

I am aware that this overview has left aside many aspects of the Ottoman–Ve-
netian relations. I am also aware that rather than offering answers I have just 
pointed to some issues which still deserve further examination. The general 
picture of the long period of Ottoman–Venetian contact seems to be one of 
progressive Venetian decline. The slow process of the Venetian Empire’s con-
traction was less the result of the Republic’s policy and reactions and more the 
consequence of Ottoman imperial policy. In the age of Mehmed II and Bayezid 
II, the sultans’ aim was to expel Venice from the Black Sea and the Aegean 
area and to conquer the Venetian possessions in Peloponesus and Albania. In 
a second phase the strategic Ottoman goal was to control the Adriatic shore to 
contest Venetian maritime power in its own gulf. In fact, as early as 1417, the 
Ottomans conquered Valona, which secured an important bridgehead in the 
struggle for the navigation of the Adriatic. 

Once these two strategic objectives were achieved, the Ottoman progress 
slowed and the subsequent targets (Cyprus, Crete) were attacked after long 
periods of peace. It seems that the Ottomans preferred a weaker and docile 
Venetian Republic and, as a result, they conquered only the territories which 
were of strategic or economic value. 

The peaceful solution was also supported by the Venetian camp at least 
from the beginning of the sixteenth century. For the Serene Republic it was the 
only way to preserve both its Stato da Mar and its oriental trade, despite their 
progressive contraction.

 37 Ruthy Getwagen, “The Contribution of Venice’s Colonies to its Naval Warfare in the Eas-
tern Mediterranean in the Fifteenth Century” in Mediterraneo in armi (sec. XV–XVIII), edit-
ed by Rossella Cancila, (Palermo: Associazione Mediterranea, 2007), pp. 113–174.
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